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ABSTRACT
Since the 1970s, changing family and marriage trends in the United States have led to a dramatic
41% increase in the rate of unwed parents also known as fragile families, i.e., those at high risk of living
in poverty and/or disintegrating (McLanahan, Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2013, p.3). By 2011, more
than 20 million children (28%) lived in biological father-absent homes and one-fourth, or five million,
of these children were Hispanic of any race (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Recent studies suggest a clear
disparity in cognitive, behavioral and health outcomes for children who live with single or cohabiting
parents when compared to their counterparts. The dominant discourse of fatherhood—which is used to
shape public policy, interventions and social services—rarely includes those most directly affected: the
fathers. The aim of this study was to apply Gee’s theory and method (2011) for discourse analysis to
arrive at a theory of how unwed, adolescent fathers of Mexican origin (UAFMO) discursively talk about
fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods (e.g., power, status, recognition).
Face to face, semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven participants who were unwed
biological fathers of one or more children, 18 or 19 years old, reported a Mexican origin and spoke
either English or Spanish. The interview data was analyzed using Gee’s 42 questions for discourse
analysis and revealed similar discourses and cultural models used by participants seeking to be
recognized as legitimate, involved and responsible fathers. These findings provide insight for policy
makers and service providers by contributing to the literature on biological father absence, fragile
families and child wellbeing, and teenage pregnancy from the adolescent father’s perspective.
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AIMS OF THE STUDY
The aim of this study is to arrive at a theory of how unwed adolescent fathers of Mexican origin
(UAFMOs) discursively talk about fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods
(e.g., power, status, recognition). The research questions to be answered are: What and how are
meanings, interpretations and cultural models utilized by UAFMOs to discursively construct fatherhood,
father-identity and father-involvement? What purposes, goals and social goods are UAFMOs trying to
attain with their talk about fatherhood? This study will contribute to: the emerging body of knowledge
on biological father-absence, fragile families and child wellbeing, and to the limited research on teenage
pregnancy from the adolescent father’s perspective.
Since the 1990s the fatherhood responsibility movement has gained bipartisan support resulting
in funding for prevention and research programs to understand fatherlessness (Gavanas, 2004). The
dominant discourse on paternity and fatherhood underlies contemporary welfare reform politics in the
United States (Haney & March, 2003). Political definitions of fatherhood have prioritized the form
(biological, institutional, or financial connections) over content when discussing men’s relationships to
their children (Haney & March, 2003, p. 461) and have developed programs based on those politically
created definition.
This movement is not without its critics. Gavanas (2004), for one, claims that “gender, race and
sexuality, as social and historical constructions, are strategically challenged and reproduced by those
who have a stake in American family politics” in order to promote a certain agenda (p. 7). Proponents
for client-driven welfare reform and social services advocate that the voice of fathers, particularly
adolescent fathers, have been blatantly left out of this discourse which affects and marginalizes them
(Barret & Robinson, 1982; Coakley, 2013; Danziger, Wiederspan, & Douglas-Siegel, 2013; Maxwell,
Scourfield, Holland, Featherstone, & Lee, 2012). Efforts to reverse the growing trend of biological
father-absent families must begin with an understanding of how those most at risk, the fathers
13

themselves, discursively construct fatherhood, its meanings, and interpretations, and the cultural models
they use in their communication.
This study will utilize Gee’s (2011) theory and method for discourse analysis which sees
communication as more than language but also including saying, being and doing. According to Gee,
language-in-use is a social practice used to achieve perceived and desired social goals (e.g., being
recognized as a good father). This analysis will explore how UAFMOs discursively construct
fatherhood, father-identity, and father-involvement and what they perceive to be the desired social goods
in the social practice of talking about fatherhood. These findings will be useful in contributing to, and
possibly intervening in, the dominant political discourse and definitions of fatherhood, which are used to
shape public policy, interventions and social services without including those most directly affected.
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BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE
A dramatic increase in the rates of unwed parents, 41% since the 1970’s, led to the coining of the
term fragile families to describe unwed families which are “at greater risk of breaking up and living in
poverty than more traditional families” (McLanahan, Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2013, p.3).
Changes in family structure and in marriage and parenting trends have been a point of controversy
among proponents and opponents of a strictly traditional family structure. Family scholars have
embarked on a research journey to try to understand the dynamics of the emerging fragile family
phenomenon (McHale, Waller, & Pearson, 2012).
Until recently, most of the research on child wellbeing and single parent families focused on
divorced parents. The sharp rise over the past decades in births to unwed mothers, however, has shifted
the focus to unmarried single and cohabiting parents (Waldfogel, Craigie, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010). As
the trends become more mainstream, research initiatives have gained support from prominent
foundations that are funding the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), a multi-year
study that is creating a database of publicly accessible data (McLanahan, et al., 2010).
Recent findings from the FFCWS are building evidence about the cognitive, behavioral and
health outcomes of children who grow up with single or cohabiting parents. Waldfogel, et al. (2010)
found negative impacts which affect educational outcomes, risk of teen birth, and attachment to school
and the labor market (p. 87). Saleh (2013) found that married couples, even adolescent couples, report
better outcomes than nonmarried and cohabiting couples. Research on family structure and child
wellbeing has evolved from a focus on divorced parents, to unwed parents and more recently to
biological father-absence. The focus of these studies is now on those children most at risk, those living
in homes headed by unwed adolescent mothers with an absent biological father.
More than 20 million children (28%) lived in biological father-absent homes in 2011 and onefourth, or 5 million of these children were Hispanic of any race (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). The
15

National Fatherhood Initiative interprets these statistics as evidence of a father factor, which affects
most social issues in this country (Father Facts, n.d.). Harper & McLanahan (2004) found that children
from father-absent families have higher incarceration risks and are “significantly more likely to contend
with…low parent education, teen motherhood, minority race/ethnicity, residence in urban areas, regional
resident and residence in counties with a high percentage of female-headed households, high
unemployment rates, and low median family income” (p. 380). Nock & Einolf (2008, p.3) estimate the
annual federal expenditures to support father-absent homes at about $99.8 billion, a figure which is
considered conservative by many standards.
Systemic exclusion of fathers in society may explain some of the reasons for father-absence. The
child welfare system may exclude fathers for several reasons including assumptions made by
practitioners about traditional gender roles which focus interventions on the mothers, or by the mothers
themselves not wanting to include fathers (Maxwell, Scourfield, Featherstone, Holland, & Tolman,
2012, p. 167). In an attempt to empower single mothers and build their parenting skills, the field of
social work runs the risk of reinforcing the father’s absence and downplaying his importance when
working with only the mother and child (Sieber, 2008, p. 333).
These systemic practices of focusing on the mother can make a father feel disconnected from his
role and can be greater for adolescent males desiring assistance with transitioning to fatherhood but
finding few, if any services, or finding services that are irrelevant to their needs, are underfunded, or
understaffed or are generally female oriented (Kiselica, 2008, p. 81). In addition, internal barriers to
access services include: fear of prosecution for statutory rape, no desire to meet their paternal
responsibilities, a feeling that asking for help is a sign of weakness or just being overwhelmed with their
situation (Kiselica, 2008, p. 55-85).
Kiselica (2008) argues that, while adolescent fathers are stereotyped as being uncaring and
irresponsible, a great deal of these young men sincerely desire to be good, responsible fathers, but the
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multiple challenges they suddenly confront ultimately overwhelm them. The younger the father at the
time of a child’s birth, the less likely he is to become and remain involved with the child (Robbers,
2011, p. 122). For many teen dads, being a good father means being a good provider of both cash and
caring. Adolescent fathers may face internal conflict when they are unable to fulfill this role
(Deslauriers, Devault, Groulx, & Sévigny, 2012).
The data reveals that an unwed, adolescent, Hispanic father is at high risk of creating a fragile
family, becoming an absent father, and having children who suffer the associated negative health and
life outcomes. Ventura (2009) reported that the highest nonmarital birth rates in 2009 were for Hispanic
women and for teenagers; these unmarried teenagers comprised 86% of the total teen birth. Ventura also
found that younger fathers generally reported less involvement than older fathers, and cohabiting fathers
are consistently more involved than fathers who lived separately from their children (p.52). Much work
is needed to support teen fathers and their fragile families and it must begin with the inclusion of their
voice in the national discourse on fatherhood.
Gee’s theory and method for discourse analysis was selected for this study because it draws from
three different traditions which, together, provide a powerful tool for analyzing the aspects of discourse
which were important to this study (Rogers, 2004, p. 4). First, Gee incorporates aspects of American
anthropological linguistics and social linguistics, which study language use in the contexts of specific
sites such as communities and social settings. This tradition provides a lens for analyzing the discourse
of UAFMOs in the context of their particular settings – What does fatherhood mean to me? What does
fatherhood mean in society? Second, Gee’s method draws from situated and embodied cognition
traditions that incorporates the use of a social constructivist lens, providing insight to how individuals
make meaning through interactions with other people. This tradition used in this study will provide
insight into how participants make meaning of being fathers. Gee’s theory and method for discourse
analysis is also influenced by Michel Foucault’s ontologies of discourse, power and the self which
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provide a basis for examining participants’ discourse, the identities they present in their discourse and
the social goods (or power) they aim to achieve in the process.
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PRELIMINARY STUDIES

The three types of literature reviews identified by Cooper (as cited by Creswell, 2008, p.28) were
used to inform the design of this study. An integrative literature review helped to summarize the themes
in the literature and to identify areas that needed further exploration. Next, a methodological review was
conducted to assist with the selection of a qualitative approach to inquiry best suited to address the
specific aims of the study. This review also informed the philosophical underpinnings required for such
approach. In addition, a separate methodological review of interview methods was conducted and helped
to identify best practices for conducting qualitative interviews with adolescent males. Last, a theoretical
review will help build validity for the study by providing information to compare and contrast with the
findings of the in the discussion section of the final report.
The investigator also prepared for the interviews in various ways: through attaining a certificate
of completion in qualitative methods from the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill; through
communication with the author of the theory and method for Discourse Analysis used in the study;
through mock interviews, and observational field work; and through self-reflection exercises to identify
and acknowledge personal biases in an effort to minimize researcher influence during the interview and
the data analysis .
The study was designed in compliance with regulatory requirements for the protection of human
subjects, standard ethical guidelines and will be reviewed by be submitted for review and approval by an
institutional review board (IRB). The investigator also consulted with IRB personnel and followed their
guidelines in order to improve the research protocol.
The researcher is a professional with over 25 years experience working in agencies, communities
and with individuals such as those in the study. He was born and raised in the city where the study will
be conducted, is bicultural and bilingual in English and Spanish. His large network and connections with
youth serving organizations will serve as an asset in the recruitment process and will provide a venue for
dissemination of the information gleaned from the study in hopes of improving resources available to
adolescent fathers.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
Research Design
The aim of this study is to arrive at a theory of how unwed adolescent fathers of Mexican origin
(UAFMOs) discursively talk about fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods
(e.g., power, status, recognition). The research questions to be answered are: What and how are
meanings, interpretations and cultural models utilized by UAFMOs to discursively construct fatherhood,
father-identity and father-involvement? What purposes, goals and social goods are UAFMOs trying to
attain with their talk about fatherhood?
Gee’s (2011) theory and method for Discourse Analysis will be used for this study. According to
Gee, all research must begin by developing a theory of how the domain under investigation operates.
This theory then guides the selection of appropriate tools of inquiry and methods by which to conduct
the research. In this method for discourse analysis, the domain is language-in-use and Gee’s theory
states that “language-in-use is about saying-doing-being and gains it’s meaning from the game or
practice it is part of and enacts” (p. 11). Gee defines understanding as a combination of knowing what is
being said, who is saying it and what are they trying to be or do (p. 2). According to Gee, a Discourse,
big ‘D’, “is a sort of identity kit which comes complete with the appropriate costume and instructions on
how to act, talk, and often write, so as to take on a particular social role that others will recognize” and
discourse with a little 'd', is used “for connected stretches of language that make sense, like
conversations, stories, reports, arguments, essays; discourse is part of Discourse — Discourse is always
more than just language” (Gee, 1990, p.142). Appendix A provides a visual of Gee’s theory model for
Discourse Analysis, as it will be applied to this study.
Gee’s method states that we use speech and writing to create seven areas of reality or building
tasks: significance, practices, identities, relationships, politics, connections and sign systems and
knowledge. These are explained further in Appendix B. This method also provides six tools of inquiry
20

or questions for thinking about how to analyze any discourse: situated meanings, social languages,
figured worlds, intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations (p. 12). The tools of inquiry that
operationalize the theory are designed to describe and explain what the researcher takes to exist and be
important in a domain and are detailed in Appendix C. The method therefore, provides 42 questions
(seven building tasks multiplied by six tools of inquiry) that can be asked of any text and the full use of
these would constitute a “full” or “ideal” discourse analysis (Gee, 2011). For example, for
“Significance” the first of the seven building tasks, the discourse analyst would ask six questions: How
are… situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality, Discourses, Conversations…
being used to build relevance or significance for things and people? Appendix D and Appendix E
provides further details about the building tasks and the forty-two questions used in this method.
In Gee’s method, “ideal” discourse analysis would be achieved by answering each of the 42
questions for every section of data analyzed. While this is rarely achieved due to the amount of labor
intensive work required, Gee identifies four ways by which to increase the study’s validity: 1. Level of
Convergence of the answers to the 42 questions, which support the analysis; 2. Level of Agreement
between participants’ social language and with analysis by other discourse analysts accepting this theory
and method; 3. Level of Coverage indicates that it is more valid if it can be applied to related sorts of
data, what came before, and predicting what may come after; 4. Level of Linguistic Details where the
findings are more valid if they are tightly tied to details of linguistic structure of the data (Gee, 2011, p.
123-124).
Reliability is concerned with consistency in the approach being used. An audit trail will be kept
to document the process and to ensure it is faithful to protocols being used, transcripts will be checked
for errors, coding will be checked to prevent a shift in meaning, and an assistant will help to cross-check
these processes (Creswell, 2009).
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Gee’s method for discourse analysis is both descriptive and critical in that it not only focuses on
the grammar (“d”iscourse) to understand how language is being used, but also to identify “D”iscourses
being constructed which provide important insight into the meanings, interpretations and cultural models
utilized by UAFMOs to discursively construct fatherhood, father-identity and father-involvement and to
elucidate what social goods are desired in their talk. This method is also a social constructivist approach
with the goal of relying on the participants’ point of view (Creswell, 2007, p8) and as a way of
explaining social interactions.

Setting, Population and Sample
The setting for this study will be a city along the U. S. Mexican border. The proposed study
population will include minority adolescent fathers appropriate to the purpose of the dissertation
research and will meet the following criteria:
Unwed – Participants must have never been married but they may live with their partners in an
unmarried relationship.
Adolescent – Participants must be 18 or 19 years of age at the time of the interview.
Fathers – Participants must self-report that they have fathered one or more children. Varying
ages of the fathers at the time of the pregnancy and birth of their child will provide important
information that can be used to contrast with other participants.
Mexican Origin – Participants must report that they are of Mexican origin. They can be United
States citizens or undocumented immigrants, having recently arrived in the Southwest or long time
residents. These variables will also provide important contrasts between participants in the analysis.
Interviews will be conducted in English or Spanish, according to the participant’s preference.
Mental Health – Participants must self-report that they are not suffering from emotional and
mental health issues such as depression or anxiety disorders, which may be aggravated by the interview
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process.
A criterion purposeful sample will be used in this study. This is a technique used in qualitative
studies and sets up a sample based on specific purposes associated with answering the research study’s
questions. Discourse analysis is a qualitative method which has comparative components but not in the
quantitative sense. “Discourse analysts often look at two contrasting groups, not to set up a binary
contrast, but in order to get ideas about what the poles of a continuum may look like. We can get ideas
that can then inform the collection of new data out of which emerges a much more nuanced and complex
picture” (Gee, 2011, p. 150). This study will attempt to incorporate diversity through inclusion of
participants with varying economic backgrounds, geographic residence, immigration status, and English
or Spanish language speakers. These variables are important considerations in a qualitative method,
which focuses on social politics and the distribution of social goods.
Up to ten individuals who respond to recruitment efforts, meet the inclusion criteria, represent
the identified variables for comparison and voluntarily consent to participate in the study will be
selected. The targeted sample size is based on general guidelines for qualitative studies identified by
Morse (2010, 2011); on Mason’s (2010) recommendations for saturation in his analysis of 560 PhD
studies using qualitative studies; and on the researcher’s personal communication with Dr. James Paul
Gee, the author of the theory and method being used in this study.

Sampling Procedures
Participants will be recruited into this study utilizing the snowball effect, which is commonly
used to access hidden and hard to reach populations through the use of social networks (Noy, 2008).
Key contacts with access to adolescents will be informed of the study and provided with information
detailing the aims of the study and recruitment information. Flyers will be posted in locations frequented
by the target population. Data analysis will occur after each interview. If it becomes evident that more
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data is necessary to make a compelling case for findings, or to provide sufficient evidence to support the
theory, a second round of recruitment will identify additional participants.
Women and children under 17 years of age will not be included in the study due to the aims and
research questions of this study. Adolescences and fatherhood are both life phases, which are
characterized by transition and identity formation. For the adolescent father, it is a time of transitioning
both from childhood to adulthood and into parenthood while adjusting their identity to fit their new roles
in life. Marcia (1980) believes that “what is important about identity in adolescence, particularly late
adolescence, is that this is the first time that physical development, cognitive skills, and social
expectations coincide to enable young persons to sort through and synthesize their childhood
identifications in order to construct a viable pathway toward their adulthood" (p.160).

Instrumentation
The researcher has conducted observations of the settings and populations and field notes will be
kept to document the research process. There are two parts to the interview process: a demographic
questionnaire and a face-to-face individual interview both will be conducted in either English or
Spanish. The demographic questionnaire was created and translated by the researcher and appears in
Appendix F. It consists of 20 items including: age, educational levels, income, living arrangements,
information about their children, etc. The Interview Guide found in Appendix G was also created by the
researcher as a tool as a reference for the researcher during the interviews and to ensure that no
important aspects are neglected. This tool incorporates Gee’s interview methods, which includes two
grand tour sections: the Life part of the interview will ask participants to talk about fatherhood in the
context of their life, home and community and the Society part will ask them to talk about fatherhood in
the context of societal interactions (Gee, 2011, p.149). Sub questions will be used as needed to explore
the meanings, interpretations, and cultural models participants use to talk about fatherhood, father-
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identity and father-involvement. These interviews will be digitally audio recorded and will take
approximately two hours.
Gee’s methods for increasing the validity by ensuring that the findings are tightly tied to details
of the linguistic structure of the data: 1) Level of Convergence, (2) Level of Agreement, (3) Level of
Coverage, and (4) Level of Linguistic Details (Gee, 2011, p. 123-124). Reliability is concerned with
consistency in the approach being used and an audit trail will be used, transcripts and coding will be
checked for errors, and an assistant will help to cross-check these processes (Creswell, 2008, p. 190193).

Procedure for Data Collection
Upon receiving IRB approval to proceed with the study, key informants— such as community
leaders, school staff and social service professionals with access to adolescents—will be informed of the
study through phone calls, emails and in-person visits. Recruitment materials were designed by the
researcher and include: a flyer for informing Key informants, a flyer in English and Spanish targeting
potential participants, and advertisements for social media and print. These are located in Appendixes
H-J.
When a potential participant responds via a phone call, the researcher will conduct a screening
interview, in either English or Spanish, to assess whether that participant meets the inclusion criteria.
The screening script appears in Appendix K. Those who are ineligible will be thanked and informed of
their ineligibility. Those who are eligible will be scheduled for an interview which will be scheduled to
accommodate the participant’s choice of time and location for the interview.
At the time of the interview, the Informed Consent Form will be provided in English or Spanish
to accommodate participants’ language of choice. Both versions of the Consent Form can be found in
Appendix L. The researcher will explain the consent form and will ask to clarify any questions the
25

participant may have. Emphasis will be placed on the voluntary nature of this study. Once the
participant agrees to participate, a signature will be obtained and the interview will begin. If the
participant decides they need more time to review the consent form or to think about their decision,
another appointment will be made for follow up. If the participant decides not to consent, the interview
session will end.
Paper forms will be used to collect subject information including demographic and personal
information. Forms will be kept in a storage cabinet secured with lock and key and at a location that is
locked when researcher and advisor are not present. Only the researcher and the advisor will have keys
and access to these records. Each subject will be assigned a code to de-identify personal information
and this will be the only link between identifying information collected on paper forms and subject
responses to interview questions.
Backups will be kept as part of the protocol and will occur on a weekly basis. Digital audio
recordings and backups of electronic files of subject interviews will be kept in a separate locked cabinet
drawer. Electronic files will be password protected and only authorized, trained members of the
research team will have access to this de-identified data. Passwords will be changed after any change in
staff. Data entry of study information will occur at a separate location and electronic files of this data
will be password protected.
The Data Management System will be submitted for IRB approval. The researcher will review
any breaches or potential breaches of confidentiality on a case-by-case basis and will make
modifications as needed. These will be reported to IRB and subjects affected.

Procedures for Data Analysis, Data Analysis and Interpretation
Gee provides a procedure or steps that will be followed to conduct this discourse analysis. These
include: 1. picking a piece of data, in this case, the study interviews; 2. transcribing the data while
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looking for sections that address the research questions; 3. analyzing data after each interview and
collecting more data until sufficient evidence supporting your theory has been collected; 4. picking some
key words and phrases in the data and using the six tools of inquiry questions about the seven building
blocks listed in Appendix B to analyze the data; 5. taking notes and reflecting and looking for themes
that may emerge; 6. paying attention to where there may be convergence of themes; 7. some of the 42
questions may not relevant and that is fine; 8. organizing your analysis so that it provides evidence for
the themes you will highlight; and, 9. achieving a degree of validity by addressing a variety of linguistic
details, convergence, coverage, and agreement (Gee, 2011, p 126).
A professional transcriptionist will be hired to transcript the interview recordings by utilize a
method for transcription provided by Gee (2011). This method, which uses devices such as a double
slash (//) to indicate a “finished” piece of information, organizes the text into stanzas and underlines
words that carry major stress in their tone units (p. 118).
The analysis of the data will be guided by the aim of the study: to arrive at a theory of how
unwed, adolescent, fathers of Mexican origin (UAFMO) discursively talk about fatherhood and how this
talk aims to attain self-defined social goods (e.g., power, status, recognition). In addition the analysis
steps provided by Gee will be applied to answer each of research questions independently: What and
how are meanings, interpretations and cultural models utilized by UAFMOs to discursively construct
fatherhood, father-identity and father-involvement? What purposes, goals and social goods are
UAFMOs trying to attain with their talk about fatherhood? Figure 1 presents a diagram showing the
four levels of analysis that will occur.
An interpretation of the results will be provided in the discussion section of the final report and
will highlight the study’s validity by discussing levels of convergence agreement, coverage, and
linguistic details as recommended by Gee. The findings of this study will also contribute to the
literature on biological father absence, fragile families and child wellbeing and teenage pregnancy from
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the adolescent father’s perspective. Ultimately this study’s focus is on providing insight into the
discourse of unwed adolescent fathers in hopes of identifying opportunities by which to affect policy
and programs in order to strengthen the new types of families we are seeing and the health outcomes for
generations to come.

Figure 1. Data analysis process
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Limitations, Potential Problems, Alternative Approaches
Limitations may be encountered in the recruitment of participants. Not all adolescents who have
fathered children will identify with fatherhood. This study may only attract those participants who have
accepted their father status providing a limited perspective from those who do identify as fathers and are
involved with their children. In such a case, this sample will still provide important information helping
to understand the discourse of a certain group of unwed father and increase knowledge about fathers
who do decide to stay in their children’s lives. An additional study employing recruitment methods for
fathers who have not taken the role of father and are not involved with their children would provide
important findings for comparison with this study.
Second, the topic of fatherhood may be a sensitive one for young adolescent males. Some young
men may have accepted their role as fathers but may not be ready to disclose this information. The
transition into fatherhood, particularly in adolescence, can be a traumatic one and could require some
phases of processing the changing identity. Teenagers who have recently become fathers may be in a
different place of acceptance than those who have been fathers for a longer period of time.

Some

teenagers may be hesitant because they are unaware of confidentiality protections and may fear their
parents finding out.
Schwalbe & Wolkomir (2003) list some potential problems that may arise when interviewing
male adolescents: 1. struggle for control, 2. nondisclosure of emotions, 3. exaggerated rationality,
autonomy and control, and 4. bonding ploys: or, “You know what I mean”. The authors advise that the
researcher should identify when these are occurring and be comfortable using strategies for sharing
control, using nonthreatening facilitation of the interview and getting agreement on interpretations (p.
59-70). The researcher has extensive experience interviewing and working with the targeted population.
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Finally, a full explanation of confidentiality and the researcher’s role as a mandated reporter will
be emphasized beyond the consent form and at the beginning of the interview. This will provide
participants with a clear understanding of the boundaries of confidentiality.
Table 1. provides a tentative and sequenced timetable of the research project.
Table 1. Tentative Sequenced Project Timetable
Research
Activities

Proposal
Defense Nov
27, 13
IRB
Approval
Participant
Recruitment
Data
Collection
Data Analysis

Month
Nov1
3
X

Jan
14

Feb1
4

Mar
14

Apr
14

May1
4

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Jun
14

Jul
14

X

X

Aug
14

Sep
14

Oct
14

X

X

X

Nov
14

Dec and
2014

X

Manuscript
Preparation
Manuscripts
Submitted to
Journals
Dissertation
Defense
Publish
Articles
Study of
Unmarried
Adult
Fathers
Community
Presentation
of Findings
Implement
Programs to
Address the
Needs of
Study’s
Population

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
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RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS AND PROTECTION OF HUMAN
PARTICIPANTS
Protection of Research Participants and Subjects
In accordance with federal regulations and in compliance with the rules and regulations of the
Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas at El Paso, this study has followed guidelines to
ensure the protection of research participants and subjects.
1. Human participants will be involved by responding to the study’s recruitment efforts via a
phone call. Upon this first contact, participants will answer basic screening questions to determine their
eligibility to participate. Participants will then attend an interview session, conducted in either English
or Spanish, where they will read and be afforded an opportunity to ask questions about the consent form.
The voluntary nature of their participation in the study will be emphasized through the study. If the
participant agrees and signs the consent form, they will then be administered a survey to collect
demographic information. After this, a face-to-face interview utilizing qualitative interview methods
will begin. The full process may take up to two hours. Upon completion of the interview, participants
will be offered another opportunity to ask questions, state if they would like to receive a copy of the
study’s findings and/or a list of community resources. At the end of the session, participants will receive
a $20.00 gift certificate.
A community sample of up to ten individuals who respond to recruitment efforts, meet inclusion
criteria and consent to participate will be selected. All participants must meet the following inclusion
criteria:
Unwed – Participants must have never been married but they may live with their partners in an
unmarried relationship.
Adolescent – Participants must be 18 or 19 years of age at the time of the interview.
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Fathers – Participants must self-report that they have fathered one or more children. Varying
ages of the young fathers at time of the pregnancy and the birth of child will provide important
information, which can be used to contrast with other participants.
Mexican Origin – Participants must report that they are of Mexican origin. Citizenship status
will not be asked for and participants my have recently arrived in the Southwest or be long time
residents of the United States.

These variables will also provide important contrasts between

participants in the analysis.
Able to have meaningful communication – Participants must be able to have meaningful
communication in order to participate. Participants will be asked if they believe they are suffering from
any emotional or mental health issues, such as depression or anxiety disorders, which may be aggravated
by the interview process. Those individuals who respond “yes” to this question will not be included in
the study.
The National Institutes of Health’s (1998) policy on the inclusion of children as participants in
research defines a child as an individual under the age of 21 years. This same policy also explains that
this may not apply to consent forms depending on the age of consent in the State where the research is
being conducted. In Texas, the age of consent is 17 years of age and therefore, participants in this study
are eligible to consent on their own. Based on the aims of this study will only include 17 and 18 year
old participants.
2. In addition to the screening interviews, the demographic survey and the face-to-face
interviews, the researcher will conduct field observations of the study’s settings and population. An
audit trail will record each step in the process and include the PI’s reflections, which will then assist in
the analysis of the data and will provide a map of the steps taken to do the study.
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3. The recruitment process will begin once IRB approval is received. Flyers will be distributed in
the community through social service agencies and posted at places frequented by the target audience.
The researcher will also call, email and visit key community informants with access to the target
population. Upon initial contact by potential participants over the phone, the researcher will provide an
overview of the study and answer any questions the individual might have. The researcher will then
screen the interested candidate to ensure they meet the criteria. Once deemed eligible, a time, date and
location for the interview will be agreed upon with the participant. The participant will be reminded that
he can change his mind at any time but will be asked to call the researcher if he should decided to cancel
his participation.
Participants will only participate in one interview session, therefore retention after that session
will not be required. At the time of the interview, the researcher will proceed with explaining the
consent form and interview. The interview will consist of two parts: a demographic questionnaire and a
semi-structured, face to face interview asking participants two grand tour questions: What does
fatherhood mean in your life? What does fatherhood means in society? Sub questions will be asked to
ensure that meanings, interpretations, cultural models and social goods are addressed. An Interview
Guide will be used to ensure that all aspects of the study are addressed in the interview. This section of
the interview will be audio recorded and will take approximately two hours. After the interview has
been completed each participant will receive a $20 gift certificate, the demographic questionnaire and
audio recordings will be assigned a code and the de-identified data will be entered into a password
protected database and audio records will be transcribed. Records will be stored in a secure place and
will be retained for further analysis.
4. The potential level of risk to human subjects participating in this study is assessed as minimal
risk as defined by the U.S. Department of Health & Human Services Code of Federal Regulations
(Protection of Human Subjects, 2009): “Minimal risk means that the probability and magnitude of harm
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or discomfort anticipated in the research are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily
encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or
tests.”
Potential risks to the participants from study participation may include: exacerbation of a preexisting mental or emotional issue, a potential perception of stigmatization to the participant resulting
from recruiting through advertisement and through the snowball effect, disclosure of sensitive and
potentially harmful information that mandates the researcher to report to officials, and finally, there
could potentially be a breach in confidentiality.
5. Precautions have been taken to minimize the potential risks listed above. The potential of
exacerbating an existing mental or emotional issue will be minimized through the screening interview
when participants will be asked whether they have such an issue which may be affected by the study. If
someone answers “yes”, they will not be included in the study.
The PI will also address the potential for stigmatization of participants by emphasizing the need
for confidentiality with key informants who will help with recruitment for the study. All recruitment
flyers will list a phone number that can be called directly by individuals interested in participating
without them having to inform anyone else.
At the time of the interview, the researcher will explain the Informed Consent Form which
explains the nature of the study, emphasizes the voluntary nature of participation and explains the
researcher’s role as mandated reporter. The researcher will ensure that all participants understand the
boundaries of confidentiality prior to the beginning of the interview.
Steps have been taken to minimize the risk of a breach in confidentiality. A Data Management
System has been developed to ensure confidentiality protocols are in place and monitored. This system
includes the following precautions:
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The researcher has completed and will refer to training required by IRB and legal requirements
for safety and confidentiality. Such training includes: general protocols, statutes and guidelines for
mandated reporters, monitoring and reporting of adverse events that could “reasonably occur” or
unanticipated events, opportunities for personal reflection on the subject matter, and guided discussion
addressing issues that might affect objectivity. Copies of all training materials will be kept in the study
file as reference material.
The researcher has completed and will refer to the NIH’s computer based training on Protecting
Human Research Subject Participants training and a completion certificate will be required and
maintained in the study files for the researcher and any person assisting with the study.
Upon the occurrence of any anticipated or unanticipated adverse event, the researcher will
immediately stop the study protocol. This will also apply if the researcher is unsure if the event
qualifies as an adverse event. The threshold used to determine an adverse effect will be whenever the
investigator believes that continuing the protocol could cause harm to the participant or if the participant
discloses information that must be reported (e.g., harm to self or others). Upon suspension of the
protocol, the researcher will immediately notify the faculty advisor and or other authorities as required
(e.g., medical, law enforcement). The PI will be responsible for accurate documentation of the event.
The PI will also immediately notify the IRB and funding entities and begin an investigation to be
documented and submitted as part of formal documentation to both agencies. The Data Monitoring Plan
below includes detailed steps that will be taken to safeguard subject information and confidentiality.
Paper forms will be used to collect subject information, including demographic and personal
information. Forms will be kept in a storage cabinet secured with lock and key and at a secure location
that is locked when researcher and the advisor are not present. Only the researcher and the advisor will
have keys and access to these records. Each subject will be assigned a code to de-identify personal
information which will be the only link between identifying information collected on paper forms and
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subject responses to interview questions. Data entry of study information will occur at a separate
location and electronic files of this data will be password protected. Backups will be part of the protocol
and will occur on a weekly basis. Digital audio recordings and backup of electronic files of subject
interviews will be kept at a separate locked cabinet drawer. Electronic files will be password protected
and only authorized, trained members of the research team will have access to this de-identified data.
Passwords will be changed after any change in staff. The Data Management System will be submitted
for IRB approval. The PI will review any breaches or potential breaches of confidentiality on a case-bycase basis and will make modifications as needed. These will be reported to IRB and subjects affected.
6. The risks to participate in this study are minimal but a small benefit of participating in the
study is that each subject will be given a $20.00 gift certificate upon completion of the study. Beyond
that, the benefits of this research may include: an increased awareness among participants regarding
their own views about themselves, of fatherhood and of their involvement with their children. Increased
awareness through participation in this reflective process may lead to a better understanding of personal
goals and an exploration of positive options. In addition, it is the aim of this study to contribute to the
dominant discourse of fatherhood in this country.
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APPENDIX A. GEE’S THEORY AND METHOD AS APPLIED TO THE STUDY
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APPENDIX B. GEE’S SEVEN BUILDING TASKS
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Seven Building
Tasks:
1 Significance

Given what the speaker has said or the writer has written and how it has
been said or written,
What things and which people in this context are relevant and significant
and in what ways are they significant? How is the speaker or writer trying
to give significance to things?

2 Practices
(Activities)

What practice (activity) or practices (activities) are relevant in this context
and how are they being enacted?

3 Identity

What identity or identities (for the speaker/writer, the listener/hearer, and
in terms of how others are depicted) are relevant in this context?

4 Relationships

What relationships are relevant and at stake in this context and how are
they being distributed or how is their distribution being viewed?

5 Politics

What social goods are relevant and at stake in this context and how are
they being distributed or how is their distribution being viewed?

6 Connections

7 Signs Systems
and Knowledge

What are the relevant connections and disconnections between things and
people in this context and how are these connections or disconnections
being made or implied?
What are the relevant sign systems (e.g., languages or social languages)
and forms of knowledge (ways of knowing) that are relevant in this context
and how are they used and privileged or disprivileged? (Gee, 2011, 17-

20)

42

APPENDIX C. GEE’S SIX TOOLS OF INQUIRY
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Six Tools of
Inquiry:

Given what the speaker has said or the writer has written
and how it has been said or written,

Situated
meanings

The specific meanings words and phrases take on in actual
contexts of use. Speakers and writers construct their
utterances or sentences to guide listeners and readers in
constructing these specific meanings based on what was said
and the context in which it was said.

Social
languages

Any style of language (which may involve special words,
special uses of grammar, or special discourse features, or
special pronunciations, or all of these) used when one is
speaking or writing (and these might well be different) as a
specialist or expert of a certain sort. People who share a
specialty or expertise often develop their own “ways with
words.”

Figured worlds

A figured world is a theory, story, model, or image of a
simplified world that captures what is taken to be typical or
normal about people, practices (activities), things or
interactions.

Intertextuality

When we speak or write, our words often allude to or relate to,
other texts or certain types of texts, meaning words other
people have said or written.

Discourses

Big “D” Discourse – Social languages (see below) are a
variety of styles of language used to enact specific socially
situated identities and activities (practices) associated with
those identifies. If you want to get recognized as a street-gang
member of a certain sort you have to speak in the right way,
but you also have to act and dress in the right way, as well.

Conversations

“Conversations” (with a capital “C”) are debates in society or
within specific social groups (over focused issues like
smoking, abortion, or school reform) that large numbers of
people recognize, both in terms of what “sides” there are to
take in such debates and what sorts of people tend to be on
each side. Gee (2011, p 201-2011)
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APPENDIX D. GEE’S QUESTIONS FOR INQUIRY
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Building Task 1: Significance: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds,
intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations being used to build relevance or significance for things
and people in context?
Building Task 2: Practices (Activities): How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds,
intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations being used to enact a practice (activity) or practices
(activities) in context?
Building Task 3: Identities: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to enact and depict identities (socially significant kinds of
people)?
Building Task 4: Relationships: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds,
intertextuality, Discourses, and Conversations being used to build and sustain (or change or destroy)
social relationships?
Building Task 5: Politics: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to create, distribute, or withhold social goods or to construe
particular distributions of social goods as “good” or “acceptable” or not?
Building Task 6: Connections: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds,
intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations being used to make things and people connected or
relevant to each other or irrelevant to or disconnected from each other?
Building Task 7: Sign Systems and Knowledge: How are situated meanings, social languages, figured
worlds, intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations being used to privilege or disprivilege different
sign systems (language, social languages, other sorts of symbol systems) and ways of knowing? (Gee,
2011, p. 102, 121-122)
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APPENDIX E. VISUAL DISPLAY OF GEE’S 42 QUESTIONS
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42 Questions
How are….. è

Situated
Meanings

Social
Languages

Figured
Worlds

Intertextuality

Discourses

Conservations

Used to build…ê
Significance

Question 1

Question 2

Question 3

Question 4

Question 5

Question 6

Practices

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9

Question 10

Question 11

Question 12

Identities

Question 13

Question 14

Question 15

Question 16

Question 17

Question 18

Relationships

Question 19

Question 20

Question 21

Question 22

Question 23

Question 24

Politics

Question 25

Question 26

Question 27

Question 28

Question 29

Question 30

Connections

Question 31

Question 32

Question 33

Question 34

Question 35

Question 36

Sign Systems and & Question 37
Knowledge

Question 38

Question 39

Question 40

Question 41

Question 42
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APPENDIX F. DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONAIRRE ENGLISH/SPANISH
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APPENDIX G. INTERVIEW GUIDE
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Study Aim: The aim of this study is to arrive at a theory of how unwed,
adolescent, fathers of Mexican origin (UAFMO) discursively talk about
fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods (e.g.,
power, status, recognition). The research questions to be answered are: What
and how are meanings, interpretations and cultural models utilized by
UAFMOs to discursively construct fatherhood, father-identity and fatherinvolvement? What purposes, goals and social goods are UAFMOs trying to
attain with their talk about fatherhood?
Grand Tour Questions (Gee, 2011):
• The “Life” Part: What is it life like as a teenaged father? 
• The “Society” Part: What is it like to be a father in this society?
Sub-questions will further explore the following topics:
Meanings, interpretations and cultural models of: Fatherhood, Father-identity,
Involvement with children, desired social goods (i.e., being recognized as "a
good father")
This guide will be used to provide as a reference during the interview process
to ensure that all aspects are covered. The actual questions will be
individualized for each participant, allowing them to guide through the grand
tour questions.

	
  

55

APPENDIX H. RECRUITMENT FLYERS TARGETING KEY INFORMANTS
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TEENAGE FATHERS WANTED FOR RESEARCH STUDY
The purpose of this study, "The Talk of Unwed Adolescent Fathers of Mexican Origin: A Discourse
Analysis" will explore how teen fathers talk about fatherhood. Findings from this study will be useful in
contributing, and possibly intervening in, the dominant Discourse of fatherhood, which is used to shape
public policy, interventions and social services without including those most directly affected – teen
fathers. The findings will also contribute to: the literature on biological father- absence, fragile families
and child wellbeing, and teenage pregnancy from the adolescent father’s perspective.
Criteria for inclusion in this study will consist of the following: participants must be unmarried
biological fathers, 18 or 19 years old, of Mexican Origin who have one or more children and are able to
meaningfully participate in an interview setting. Participants must be willing to participate in a 2 hour
interview consisting of questions related to fatherhood and their experience of being a teenage father.
The study will be conducted at a time, place and location agreed upon by participants and the researcher.
Participants will receive a $30 gift card upon completion of the interview. If interested, please contact
Arturo Jaime at (915) 873-4402.

Research Facility:

University of Texas at El Paso
500 West University Avenue
El Paso, Texas 79968
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APPENDIX I. PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT FLYERS, ENGLISH /SPANISH
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APPENDIX J. RECRUITMENT ADVERTISMENT
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Newspaper
Ad

Research Participants Wanted
Are you an Unwed Teen Dad? 18 or 19 yrs. old?
Tell us your story. $30 gift certificate after interview.
Call (915) 873-4402 or ajaime41@gmail.com

Social Media
Posting

Research Participants Wanted
Are you an Unwed Teen Dad? 18 or 19 yrs. old?
Tell us your story. $30 gift certificate after interview.
If you are interested or know someone who is interested,
PLEASE DO NOT REPLY ON THIS SITE,
Call (915) 873-4402 or ajaime41@gmail.com
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APPENDIX K. PARTICIPANT SCREENING SCRIPT
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Hello, my name is Arturo Jaime. Would you prefer that I speak English or Spanish?
I am the principal investigator for this study. Thank you for your interest in being a participant.
How did you hear about this study?
I am a PhD student at the University of Texas at El Paso and am doing a study to understand what
fatherhood means to unmarried, teenage fathers who are 18 or 19 years old and identify with a Mexican
origin.
Participation in this study will require that you consent to participate in a 2 hour interview. If you agree,
I will try to arrange an interview at a time and location of your choice.
When we meet to conduct the interview, you should remember that your participation is voluntary and
you will be able to discontinue the interview if you feel uncomfortable or don’t want to continue at any
time.
I will provide a written consent form to you, which give you written detail about the study and gives me
another opportunity to explain the study and answer other questions you may have. You will then have
an opportunity to sign the form or decide not to agree to continue.
At this point, do you have any questions I can answer?
Now that you know more about this study, would you be interested in participating in this study?
If no: Thank you for calling. Please feel free to call back if you have more questions and let others know
whom you think might be interested.
If yes: Great! I just need to know if you fit the requirements for this study;
• Are you a biological father of at least one child?
• Are you 18 or 19 years of age?
• Are you of Mexican origin?
• Have you ever been married?
• Do you have any mental health or emotional issues which could be affected by the study?
If all answers are yes: Would you like to schedule a time and location for the interview?
Thank you! I look forward to meeting with you at (location) on (date) at (time). If anything changes,
please call me at this same number to let me know.
If one or more of the answers is no: I’m afraid that the study required that all answers to the questions
be yes. I appreciate your interest in participating but you do not qualify for the study. Please let others
know whom you think might be interested.
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APPENDIX L. INFORMED CONSENT, ENGLISH/SPANISH
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APPENDIX M. MANUSCRIPT1: THE METHODOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS AND PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS
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Gmail - Journal of Family Issues JFI-14-0471

11/24/14, 12:25 AM

Arturo Jaime <ajaime41@gmail.com>

Journal of Family Issues JFI-14-0471
1 message
buehnd@ufl.edu <buehnd@ufl.edu>
To: ajaime41@gmail.com, joseajaime@aol.com

Mon, Nov 24, 2014 at 12:00 AM

24-Nov-2014
Dear Mrs. Jaime:
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The Methodological Considerations and Philosophical Underpinnings of a Study of Unwed
Adolescent Hispanic Fathers of Mexican Origin
Political definitions and discourses on fatherhood are used to craft policies and services that affect
unwed adolescent fathers. Rarely are these young fathers allowed to represent themselves, what they
value, and the social goods they seek in order to be good fathers. The purpose of this article is to
review the methodological considerations and philosophical underpinnings of a study utilizing discourse
analysis, a qualitative design, which is gaining popularity in the social and health sciences disciplines
and is used to build evidence for advocacy on behalf of marginalized groups such as the youth in this
study. Specifically, Gee’s theory and method for discourse analysis was used to illuminate the meanings
that unwed, adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin ascribed to fatherhood, father-identity and
father-involvement.
Keywords: discourse analysis, qualitative methods, unwed adolescent fathers, marginalized, advocacy
research
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The Methodological Considerations and Philosophical Underpinnings of a Study of Unwed
Adolescent Hispanic Fathers of Mexican Origin
This article reviews the methodological considerations and philosophical underpinnings of a
study of unwed adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin. This group has been excluded by policy
makers, service providers and by researchers whose focus has been on adolescent mothers when
addressing the teen pregnancy and teen parenting phenomena. The findings in the study elucidate this
marginalized group’s discourse on fatherhood and build support for inclusion of fathers in the
renegotiation of national and politically based definitions of paternity and fatherhood, which underlie
contemporary welfare reform politics in the United States. The study also contributes to the emerging
body of knowledge on biological-father absence, fragile families and child wellbeing, and to the limited
research on teenage pregnancy from the adolescent father’s perspective.
Literature Reviews
The three types of literature reviews identified by Cooper (as cited by Creswell, 2008, p. 28)
were used to inform different aspects of this study. First, an integrative literature review helped to
summarize the themes in the literature. This process was used to refine the initial topic of interest, which
was teen pregnancy and teen parenting. After finding few studies that focused on the adolescent father’s
perspective, the research trail then led to clusters of studies on fatherlessness, biological father absence,
fragile families and child wellbeing. These areas of research have emerged in response to changes in
marriage, family structures and parenting trends in the United States (McHale, Waller, & Pearson, 2012,
p. 285). Even in these clusters, little attention was given to adolescent Hispanic fathers and their
Hispanic subgroups. The findings of this integrative literature review were used describe the background
and significance of the problem in the introduction to the study.
Next, a methodological literature review was conducted to assist with the selection of a specific
qualitative approach to inquiry and to understand its philosophical underpinnings. The investigator
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explored the literature on philosophy, linguistics and the various types of methods for discourse analysis.
Particular focus was placed on understanding the crucial intersect between theory and method for this
approach.
Finally, a theoretical review of the literature provided support for the discussion section in the
study and served as a basis for comparing and contrasting the findings. These three literature review
approaches helped to frame the study in the context of previous findings and theories, which provided
contrasts and support for the study. They also helped to strengthen trustworthiness by building
confidence in the truth of the findings, by building support for the applicability of the findings and by
improving consistency or repeatability of the findings (Guba, 1981, p. 79-80).
Methods
Discourse Analysis
Discourse analysis (DA), a qualitative design, was selected and used to illuminate the meanings
that unwed, adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin ascribed to fatherhood, father-identity and
father-involvement. This method is gaining popularity in the social and health sciences disciplines and is
used to build evidence for advocacy on behalf of individuals or groups experiencing a particular
phenomenon. This approach to inquiry emerged in the 1960s and has its roots in linguistics studies,
literary criticism and semiotics, i.e., the study of meaning making (Starks & Trinidad, 2007, p. 1374).
Broadly defined, DA is the study of language and can be either descriptive or critical. A
descriptive approach is concerned solely with describing the mechanics of language: its forms and
structures, and how words and grammar are used to compose sentences and paragraphs. A critical
approach also explores the descriptive aspects of language but goes further to elucidate meanings and
social structures embedded in language in order to affect some type of social or political change (Gee,
2011, p. 9).
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DA shares some similarities with other frequently used qualitative methodologies in the health
and social sciences. Starks & Trinidad (2007) note that phenomenology, DA and grounded theory are
similar in that all three methods mainly analyze interview texts but are able to include other texts as
well. All three methods also use purposive sampling to recruit participants and conduct interviews.
Starks & Trinidad continue to explain that these interviews generate large amounts of data and,
therefore, large samples are not always needed to access rich data. Analysis in these methods follows a
process of coding, sorting, identifying themes and relationships, and drawing conclusions. This process
of decontextualization and recontextualization results in a specific product for each method (p. 1374).
That is where the similarities end. All three methods are different from each other in their
historical origins, philosophical perspectives, goals, methodology, the audiences they are intended for
and what they produce from the analysis (Starks & Trinidad, p. 1373). Each method results in a different
type of product and a researcher must be careful to select a method best suited to accomplish their
investigation’s aims.
DA was selected for this study of unwed adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin because
it is useful in addressing audiences, such as policy makers and interventionists, who have political and
social power to influence change. The method provides an opportunity for a group of people to represent
themselves; the method provides insight on how what individuals value; and how power and politics are
negotiated in their use of language. Proponents for client-driven welfare reform and social services
advocate that the voice of fathers, particularly adolescent fathers, have been blatantly left out of the
national discourse on fatherhood—an exclusion that directly affects and marginalizes them (Barret &
Robinson, 1982; Coakley, 2013; Danziger, Wiederspan, & Douglas-Siegel, 2013; Maxwell, Scourfield,
Featherstone, Holland, & Tolman, 2012).
Daily, as we engage in communication, we analyze language instinctively and mostly
unconsciously to understand what is being said. For the discourse analyst, this process is a conscious and

79

methodic approach to building evidence to support a theory on how language is being used to
accomplish social purposes (Trappes-Lomax, 2004, p. 133). DA is a not solely an analytic tool for
linguists but is a multidisciplinary approach used by scholars in the fields of rhetoric, education, health
and social services, marketing and communications, and political science. Trappes-Lomax (2004, p.
134) clarifies that depending on particular disciplinary dispositions, topics of interest and research aims,
analysts may focus on different aspects of language (e.g., functionalism, structuralism, social
interactionism).
Therefore, when one talks about DA, it is important to define exactly what is included to create
what JØrgensen and Phillips (2002) refer to as a complete package, which is comprised of
complimentary theoretical and methodological foundations. The authors explain that:
The package contains, first, philosophical (ontological and epistemological) premises
regarding the role of language in the social construction of the world, second, theoretical
models, third, methodological guidelines for how to approach a research domain and
fourth, specific techniques for analysis. In discourse analysis, theory and method are
intertwined and researchers must accept the basic philosophical premises in order to use
discourse analysis as their method of empirical study. (p. 4)
These philosophical premises guide the analyst to focus on certain concepts or domains of
language for their study, such as: language in use, which treats language as an instrument of social
control and social change; language above or beyond the sentence, which sees language as reflecting and
shaping social order; language as meaning in interaction, which looks at how we make meaning from
interacting with symbols and society; and language in situational and cultural context (Trappes-Lomax,
2004, p.134). Each of these domains is guided by a theory of how language works and specific tools of
inquiry are used to operationalize that theory when analyzing the domain.
Gee’s Theory and Method
Gee’s theory and method for DA was used for this study. When applying Gee’s DA design, the
domain under investigation is language-in-use. Gee’s theory states that “language-in-use is about
saying-doing-being and gains it’s meaning from the game or practice it is part of and enacts” (2011, p.
80

11). Gee defines understanding as a combination of knowing what is being said, who is saying it and
what they are trying to be or do” (2011, p. 2). According to Gee, a Discourse, big “D,” is a type of
“identity kit which comes complete with the appropriate costume and instructions on how to act, talk,
and often write, so as to take on a particular social role that others will recognize” and discourse with a
little “d,” is used “for connected stretches of language that make sense, like conversations, stories,
reports, arguments, essays; discourse is part of Discourse — Discourse is always more than just
language” (Gee, 1989, p. 6-7).
Gee’s (2011) method also states that people use speech and writing to create seven areas of
reality or building tasks: significance, practices, identities, relationships, politics, connections, and sign
systems and knowledge. This method provides six tools of inquiry or questions for thinking about how
to analyze any discourse: situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality, Discourses
and Conversations (p. 12).
The tools of inquiry that operationalize the theory are designed to describe and explain what the
researcher takes to exist and be important in a domain. In this study, the focus was on what was being
said about fatherhood, how language was being used to create a father-identity and how language was
being used to do fatherly things, such as being involved and providing for their children. The method,
therefore, provides 42 questions (seven building tasks times six tools of inquiry) that can be asked of any
text, and the full use of these would constitute a full or ideal discourse analysis (Gee, 2011, p. 121). For
example, the discourse analyst would ask six questions when using significance, the first of the seven
building tasks: How are (1) situated meanings, (2) social languages, (3) figured worlds, (4)
intertextuality, (5) Discourses, and (6) Conversations being used to build relevance or significance for
things and people? Similar question combinations are created with the remaining six building tasks.
Researchers can select from these tools when analyzing their specific discourse in order to address their
research questions.
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Gee’s method for discourse analysis is both descriptive and critical. It not only focuses on the
grammar (“d”iscourse) to understand how language is being used, but also to identify “D”iscourses
being constructed to provide important insight into the meanings, interpretations and cultural models
used by unwed adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin to discursively construct fatherhood,
father-identity and father-involvement and to elucidate what social goods are desired in their talk. This
method is also a social constructivist approach, with the goal of relying on the participants’ point of
view as a way of explaining social interactions (Creswell, 2008, p .8).
Three Traditions In Gee’s Theory and Method
An understanding of the three different traditions, which Gee infused into his theory and method,
provided insight into the use of this methodology (Rogers, 2004, p. 4).
American Anthropological Linguistics and Social Linguistics.
The first tradition Gee incorporates is American anthropological linguistics and social
linguistics, which studies language use in the contexts of specific sites such as local communities or
social settings. Fieldwork or explorations of the natural environments are used to obtain insight on the
sites and how they affect language use and how language is related to the culture, values and identities
in that location (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 2008, p. 534).
It was important that the researcher conducting the study on adolescent fathers understood the
community and culture where participants lived and where the interviews were conducted. The need for
fieldwork was minimized because the investigator/interviewer was born and raised in the U.S.-Mexico
border city where the study took place. He is Hispanic of Mexican origin, bilingual in English and
Spanish, acquainted with the vernacular of both languages, and, as a youth development professional, he
has extensive experience working with adolescents. Additionally, in order to provide nonthreatening
social settings for the participants, they were asked to select the locations for the interviews and to
indicate whether they wanted to communicate using either English or Spanish.
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Situated and Embodied Cognition.
The second tradition included in Gee’s method is concerned with cognition and provides theories
for how thinking occurs. Situated and embodied cognition comes from the cultural models literature and
proposes that cognition or thought does not only occur in our heads but is embodied in social practices,
contexts and environments and that knowledge is distributed across people and environments (Rogers,
2004, p. 5).
It is a social constructivist worldview, which assumes that individuals seek to make meaning of
their lives and the world and that these meanings are complex and are formed through interactions with
other persons (Creswell, 2008, p. 8). These assumptions were reflected in design of the study’s interview
questions, which asked participants to talk about the meaning of fatherhood in their lives and in society
and during the data analysis that focused on the participant’s definitions, interpretations and
explanations of fatherhood.
It was also important to pay close attention to the role of the researcher as a co-constructor of
meaning. Jootun, et al. (2009) emphasize that researchers must understand that they are part of the world
under study and that reflexivity, or reflecting on oneself, should be a part of every qualitative study (p.
42). To prepare for the study, the researcher used reflective journaling techniques to make explicit his
personal knowledge of the phenomenon, values, identities and roles that might affect the study. The
researcher took time to reflect at every phase of the study (designing, implementing, analyzing,
reporting the findings, etc.) in addition to consulting with colleagues, advisors and IRB personnel.
Michel Foucault.
An in-depth study of Michel Foucault and his philosophies was conducted in order to understand
the third tradition, which provides the dominant philosophical underpinnings to Gee’s methodology.
Foucault was a French philosopher who died in 1984 at the age of 57 and was then seen as one of the
most influential intellectuals of the twentieth century (Ahluwalia, 2010, p. 600). A detailed discussion of
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Foucault goes beyond the goals of this paper. However, it is important to highlight a few concepts,
which are evidenced in Gee’s method and theory.
Petković (2010) identifies three ontologies in Foucault’s works, which correspond to the
chronological phases of Foucault’s theorizing: the ontology of discourse in the 1960s, the ontology of
power in the 1970s and the ontology of the self through his work in the 1980s (p. 176). These ontologies
are also found in Gee’s method. The ontology of language is found in Gee’s focus on language-in-use.
The ontology of power is evidenced in Gee’s treatment of social politics and the distribution of social
goods. And, the ontology of the self is reflected in Gee’s explorations of situated identities.
Foucault departed from traditional forms of philosophical reflection and used a new model for
the analysis of cultural phenomena, which was influenced by the works of Nietzsche, Marx and Freud
(Major-Poetzle, 1983). He argued that there was “another reality behind language” and that deeper
meanings could be found depending on the systems each culture used to for interpreting signs (p. 32,
33).
He referred to his approach as an archeology of knowledge. “Archeology is a task that doesn’t
consist of treating discourse as signs referring to a real content like madness. It treats discourses, such as
medicine, as practices that form the objects of which they speak” (Horrocks & Jevtic, 2009, p.64). In
other words, Foucault viewed madness as something that was defined and socially constructed as a
social problem by the practice of medicine. This questioning of institutions and their motives for
creating social definitions by which to frame things and groups of people is called problematization. “It
is more a description of thinking as a practice than a diagnosis of ideological manipulation” (Bacchi,
2012, p. 1).
The issue of teenage childbearing had enjoyed social invisibility in the United Sates until the
1950s and early 1960s, when rates reached historical peaks (Furstenburg, 2007). Taking note of the cost
of early childbearing, Jimmy Carter was the first president to define this issue as a social problem. It has
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remained on the domestic agenda of every administration since. In 1995, President Bill Clinton called
teenage childbearing, “our most serious social problem,” even though teenage childbearing rates had
declined to more than half of what they had been in the 1950s (p. 1). The problematization of teenage
childbearing was driven by cost-reduction goals but ignored the goals of the teenagers bearing children.
Gee’s method helps to identify the goals and the social goods desired by participants of the study of
Hispanic adolescent fathers. The intent of Gee’s DA is to define the problem from the point of view of
those who are considered to be the problem.
Foucault (1984) stated that “knowledge is not for knowing: knowledge is for cutting.” This
cutting of knowledge leads to excavation of an episteme. Very broadly defined, episteme is the historical
grid or network, which guides the creation of knowledge and is different in each historical era. For
example, in the Renaissance episteme, knowing was about guessing and interpreting, not observing and
demonstrating. The Renaissance man believed in a world that reflected its creator and thought in terms
of similitudes, “the theatre of life, the mirror of nature” (Horrocks & Jevtic, 2009, p. 67). On the other
hand, in the Classical episteme, people thought about the world in terms of representation, identities and
differences. Thought was not about guessing but about finding order in the world. This episteme was
reflected in the development of the disciplines of language, history and biology, which are based on the
order of things (p. 68).
Gee’s methodology incorporates these Foucauldian concepts in different ways. The archeology
part is incorporated as an excavation of the six areas of discourse that we use to build reality:
significance, practices, identities, relationships, politics, connections and sign systems. The “cutting”
part is reflected in the tools of inquiry that are used to analyze discourse by asking questions about:
situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality, Discourses and Conversations.
Gee’s method replaces the excavation of a historical episteme with the exploration of cultural models to
understand how participants think about their lives and the world.
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Finally, Foucault believes that the possession of knowledge is power. Power is derived from
institutions—such as churches, government and psychiatric and penal systems—that “are undoubtedly
essential to the general functioning of the wheels of power” (Foucault, 1984, p. 58). These institutions
define and manipulate people’s identities into conformity or what they also define as normal. Power is
not only enacted as a negative force in society but Foucault explains that power is also a positive force:
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t
only weigh on us as a force that says no, but it traverses and produces things, it induces
pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourses. It needs to be considered as a
productive network which runs through the whole social body, much more than as a
negative instance whose function is repression”. (p. 61)
Foucault is interested in exploring how power is negotiated in discourse and in the creation of
knowledge but also in how individuals are defined as problems by institutions in society.
Regulatory Requirements
The study was approved by and complied with the regulatory requirements of an institutional
review board (IRB) and followed statutes for the protection of human subjects and ethical guidelines.
The informed consent, the voluntary nature of the study and the researcher’s role as a mandated reporter
were explained to participants. The investigator consulted with IRB personnel when needed and
received approval to make minor modifications to the research protocol, which facilitated the
recruitment of participants.
Recruiting Participants
The snowball effect was used to access participants for this study who were unwed, adolescent,
Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin. This method is used for marginalized groups that are considered
hidden and hard-to-reach populations (Noy, 2008, p. 328). Upon approval from the IRB to proceed with
the study, key informants— such as community leaders, school staff and social service professionals
who had access to adolescents—were informed of the study through phone calls, emails and in-person
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visits. Simultaneously, flyers were posted in city recreation centers, public libraries, youth-serving
nonprofits and teen parent medical centers across the city.
One month later, the researcher had received no calls from potential participants and decided to
adjust his recruitment strategy. First, he consulted the literature on incentives and found that Grant &
Sugarman (2004) state that incentives become problematic when certain conditions exist singly or in a
combination with each other. These conditions are created:
When the subject is in a dependency relationship with the researcher, where the risks are
particularly high, where the research is degrading, where the participant will only consent
if the incentive is relatively large because the participant’s aversion to the study is strong,
and where the aversion is a principled one—when these conditions are present, the use of
incentives is highly questionable. (p. 732)
After consulting with an IRB staff person who agreed that the problematic conditions were not
present, a modification to the proposal was submitted and approved by the IRB. The gift certificate
amount was increased from thirty dollars to forty dollars and modifications reflecting the increase were
made on the recruitment flyers in English and Spanish, and on the consent form. Approval was also
given by the IRB for a recruitment ad that was created for local publications.
The distribution of flyers across the city proved to be time consuming and expensive. As an
alternative approach, the researcher called the executive level administrators for the city’s recreation
centers, the libraries, youth serving nonprofits, school districts and the teen parent medical clinics. This
method proved to be more effective and most organizations agreed to have their staff distribute and post
the flyers at each of their branches. Additionally, the approved ad was placed in two issues of the
community college student newspaper and in another local publication.
Finally, the researcher made follow-up calls to key informants and requested to be allowed to
present to youth development professionals at community meetings and directly to adolescents during
classes or programs offered by the organizations. This method proved to be the most effective. Calls
from interested participants or service providers, who were willing to recruit participants, were received
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shortly after each presentation. Within one week, five participants responded after being encouraged to
participate by their girlfriends, counselors or a youth development professional, and two responded after
seeing the flyer at one of the city’s recreation centers. Two adult fathers also saw the ad and inquired
about the study because they were forming an advocacy group to support fathers fighting for joint
custody of their children.
Sample Size
Three sources were used to identify appropriate sample sizes: the literature on sampling for
qualitative studies, personal communication with Dr. James Paul Gee (the author of the DA method used
in the study) and the actual data analysis process.
General guidelines for selecting sample size were found in the literature review. Morse (2000,
2011) has written that in qualitative research studies, sample size depends on five things: the scope of
the study, the nature of the topic, the quality of the data, the study design and the use of shadowed data
(when participants include others’ experience along with their own).
Mason (2010) adds that the guiding principal for sample size should be saturation. He analyzed
the sample sizes used in 560 PhD studies using qualitative approaches and qualitative interviews. Mason
identified a range of potential conclusions that he could make from his research. He found that:
On the one hand, PhD researchers (and/or their supervisors) don’t really understand the
concept of “saturation” and are doing a comparatively large number of interviews. This
ensures that their sample sizes, and therefore their data, are defensible.
Alternatively, PhD researchers do understand the concept of saturation but they find it
easier to submit theses based on larger samples than are needed “just to be on the safe
side” (and therefore feel more confident when it comes to their examination).
Irrespective of their understanding of saturation, PhD researchers are using samples in
line with their proposal to suit an independent quality assurance process (i.e., doing
what they said they were going to do). (para. 56)
Mason advocates for a proper use of saturation and sample sizes, even if this means having to
prepare more diligently for defending these strategies to audiences that may not be well versed in the
concept of saturation in qualitative inquiry.
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In addition to the review of the literature on sample size for qualitative research, the investigator
consulted via email with Dr. James Paul Gee, the author of the DA method selected for the study. The
author explained that his method produces a theory for how language is being used. Therefore, he
diverts from the guiding principal of saturation and explains that the important consideration used to
determine sample size is whether sufficient evidence has been collected to sufficiently support the
theory developed through the analysis.
In this same personal communication, Gee suggested that the investigator start the study with
seven interviews. Each interview was to be analyzed immediately after it occurred and before the next
interview was conducted. This helped the researcher to reflect through analysis on how the themes and
theory were emerging. Additional participants could be included as needed. The investigator followed
this advice and found strong similarities between the discourses of six participants who reported absent
fathers in their lives. The one participant with an involved father provided an important contrast.
Common themes began to emerge after each analysis, and every interview provided additional evidence
to support the rationale for the theory. After the seventh interview, the theory was well developed and
supported by abundant evidence found in each transcript.
Interviews
The investigator also prepared for the interviews in various ways: through a review of the
literature on interviewing (with a focus on interviewing adolescent males), through mock interviews
with classmates and through reflection about power dynamics in interview settings.
The literature review acquainted the investigator with the work of Eder & Fingerson (2002) on
interviewing young people. These authors provide three ways for building rapport with children and
adolescents. First, they recommend conducting field observations of the population to acquaint the
researcher with the cultural and social structures, communication competence, and discourse patterns.
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The researcher is a youth development professional and conducted observational fieldwork along with
reflective journaling to prepare for the interviews.
Second, the authors recommend that the researcher should be sensitive to power dynamics and
attempt to minimize imbalances by incorporating a natural context that participants are familiar with
whenever possible. In order to do this, the recruitment flyers and distribution locations were teen
friendly, inviting and nonthreatening. The investigator was conscious of avoiding authority symbols,
such as dress code, and the participants selected the interview locations where they felt comfortable. All
interactions were respectful and nonjudgmental. Individual interviews began with unstructured
questions, allowing any anxious concerns to emerge (Eder & Fingerson, 2002, p. 37).
Finally, Eder and Fingerson (2002) address the ethical consideration of getting information
without giving something in return and how this may create power inequity (p. 37). In order to avoid
this, the researcher self-disclosed along with the participants; was welcoming of questions, comments
and exploration of topics; and invited a collective negotiation of interpretations.
Schwalbe & Wolkomir (2003) list some of the problems that can occur in interviews with males,
including: (1) struggle for control, (2) nondisclosure of emotions, (3) exaggerated rationality, autonomy
and control, and (4) bonding ploys, e.g., “You know what I mean” (p. 203-219). The researcher
attempted to identify when these were occurring during the interview and used strategies for sharing
control, for using nonthreatening facilitation of the interview and for getting agreement on
interpretations. These are strategies familiar to the researcher in his work with youth.
Transcription
The researcher contracted a transcriptionist to transcribe one of the interviews but decided to
transcribe the remaining interviews as the first level of analysis and to become acquainted with the data.
An adaption of Gee’s (2011) method for transcription was used, which felt more familiar to the
researcher but still reflected the nuances that Gee highlighted as important for analysis. For example,
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Gee uses notation devices such as a double slash (//) to indicate a “finished” piece of information. The
researcher used a period to indicate the same. Gee’s method of organizing the text into stanzas and
underlined words that carried major stress in their tone units were followed (p. 118).
Data Analysis
Gee (2010) has compiled a toolkit to acquaint researchers with the tools of inquiry for his
method on DA. This book became an invaluable resource for the researcher who became familiar with
the explanations and examples provided for each tool, and the data and questions provided were used to
practice and to gain a level of skill in the use of the tools in preparation for the study.
The investigator also followed Gee’s steps when conducting the analysis. Each interview was
analyzed five times. First, during the transcription process, the researcher became familiar with the data.
During the second level of analysis, the researcher focused on the “d”iscourse, the linguistic details, the
stories and what participants were saying about fatherhood. In the third and fourth levels of analysis, the
focus was on “D”iscourse: the meanings, interpretations, explanations and cultural models that
participants were using to talk about father-identity and father-involvement. Important words and
phrases were identified during each level and were analyzed using Gee’s tools of inquiry. Broad themes
were identified across the transcripts. In the fifth level of analysis, these themes were analyzed to
understand what participants were attempting to accomplish with their talk.
The theory that emerged was that unwed, adolescent Hispanic fathers of Mexican origin see
fatherhood as something that needs to be repaired. All but one of the teen fathers wanted to be different
from their own fathers who were absent. The one participant who had a present father wanted to be just
like him. These young fathers talk about themselves as teenagers who have been transformed by their
love for their children. They present themselves as good fathers and present providers, willing to
sacrifice for their children. Adolescent fathers are politically defined as a problem and costly to society;
yet, this study’s participants’ discourse is about wanting to be responsible, self-sufficient and present in
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their children’s lives. They all wanted to be recognized as good and legitimate fathers, regardless of their
age.
Validity
Gee’s (2011) four elements for validity were incorporated into this study: convergence,
agreement, coverage, and linguistic details. Convergence proposes that a study is more valid when the
analysis of discourse is supported by compatible and convincing arguments, which converge with each
other. The analysis is performed by asking questions about how participants build Gee’s seven areas of
“reality.” Validity increases when the answers to these questions coincide and support the claims made
by the analyst (p. 122).
The second area of validity, agreement, is found when native speakers of the social languages
and other discourse analysts (who accept Gee’s theory and method) agree that the analysis is reflecting a
true function of how language operates (p. 123). During the interviews, the investigator asked
participants for deeper interpretations and explanations of meanings and frequently asked if what he
understood from them was correct. Additionally, another researcher’s analysis of the data resulted in a
high level of agreement with the researcher’s analysis. Finally, the findings were discussed with
academic advisors who provided feedback and a level of agreement in the findings.
Coverage is the third element for validity and is found when the analysis can be applied to
related sorts of data. This is where the literature was consulted to support the findings. Several articles
are referenced and used to contrast, compare and explain the findings. A study of African American
women offered a similar conception of fatherhood as what was found in the study of unwed teen fathers.
Several studies were used to explain the “wounding experience” of fatherlessness, which constantly
appears in the transcripts of participants with absent fathers. An article on cultural models provided an
explanation for how participants structure their talk about father involvement.
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The last element of validity is linguistic details. Validity increases when the analysis is tied to
the structure of the language. In the findings section, the researcher highlights linguistic details and uses
them to build support for his findings. Overall, validity is about providing clear and convincing evidence
for the analysis and the theory that results from it.
Conclusion
This review of the methodological considerations and philosophical underpinnings of a
qualitative study of unwed, adolescent, Hispanic fathers hopes to highlight the importance of preparation
and reflection as recommendations for any researcher embarking on a qualitative research project.
Preparation began with immersion in the literature on the topic of interest and continued with a
selection of the most appropriate theory and method for investigating the research questions. The
researcher had to be flexible in order to quickly address unexpected delays and used alternative
approaches when initial strategies did not succeed as planned (e.g., participant recruitment). The
researcher consulted with advisors, colleagues, and Institutional Review Board (IRB) professionals and
was fortunate to have consulted with the author of the method chosen for the study. These individuals
provided insight, support and guidance, which helped the researcher to avoid potential pitfalls.
Finally, the practice of reflexivity proved to be an invaluable resource throughout the research
process. The investigator used reflective journaling, note taking and documented the steps taken while
conducting the project. This review summarizes these reflections and gleans important lessons learned
through a challenging and exciting research process.
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Page 1 of 1

The Talk of Unwed Adolescent Fathers of Mexican Origin:
A Discourse Analysis
The aim of this study was to apply Gee’s theory and method for discourse analysis to arrive at a
theory of how unwed, adolescent fathers of Mexican origin (UAFMO) discursively talk about
fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods (e.g., power, status, recognition).
Face to face, semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven participants who were unwed
biological fathers of one or more children, 18 or 19 years old, reported a Mexican origin and spoke
either English or Spanish. The interview data was analyzed using Gee’s 42 questions for discourse
analysis. The findings contribute to the literature on biological father absence, fragile families and child
wellbeing, and teenage pregnancy from the adolescent father’s perspective.

Keywords: teenage pregnancy, unwed adolescent fathers, biological father absence, fragile families and
child wellbeing.
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The Talk of Unwed Adolescent Fathers of Mexican Origin:
A Discourse Analysis
Since the 1990s, the fatherhood responsibility movement has gained bipartisan support resulting
in funding for prevention and research programs to understand the societal impact of fatherlessness
(Gavanas, 2004). The dominant discourse on paternity and fatherhood underlies contemporary welfare
reform politics in the United States leading policy makers to prioritize men’s paternal relations
according to the form of those relations, as opposed to the content of their relationships with their
children. Political definitions of fatherhood have focused on men’s biological, institutional or financial
forms of connection to their children (Haney & March, 2003) and have impacted government policies
and programs regarding paternity issues (p. 461).
The fatherhood responsibility movement is not without its critics and is cradled in controversy.
Gavanas (2004), for one, claims that “gender, race and sexuality, as social and historical constructions,
are strategically challenged and reproduced by those who have a stake in American family politics” in
order to promote a certain agenda (p. 7). Proponents for client-driven welfare reform and social services
advocate that the voice of fathers, particularly adolescent fathers, have been blatantly left out of this
discourse, which affects and marginalizes them (Barret & Robinson, 1982; Coakley, 2013; Danziger,
Wiederspan, & Douglas-Siegel, 2013; Maxwell, Scourfield, Holland, Featherstone, & Lee, 2012).
In order to address the phenomenon of father absence, we must elucidate how Hispanic
adolescent fathers define fatherhood and, thereby, contribute to the renegotiation of the national and
politically based discourse on fatherhood in unwed relationships. With a focus on the adolescent father’s
perspective, this study hopes to contribute to the emerging body of knowledge on biological-father
absence, fragile families and child wellbeing, and teenage pregnancy from the teen father’s perspective.
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Specific Aims
The aim of this study is to arrive at a theory of how unwed, adolescent fathers of Mexican origin
(UAFMO) discursively talk about fatherhood and how this talk aims to attain self-defined social goods
and goals. The research questions to be answered are: What and how are meanings, interpretations and
cultural models utilized by UAFMOs to discursively construct 'fatherhood', 'father-identity' and 'father
involvement'? What purposes, goals and social goods are UAFMOs trying to attain with their talk about
fatherhood?
Background and Significance
This national dispute has been fueled by the dramatic 41% increase in the rates of unwed parents
since the 1970s. The term fragile families was coined in the 1990s to describe unwed families, which are
further defined as having a greater risk of living in poverty and having their relationship break up
(McLanahan, Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2010, p.3). Changes in family and parenting trends have
been polemicized among proponents and opponents of a strictly traditional family structure. Family
scholars have also embarked on a research journey to try to understand the dynamics of the emerging
fragile family phenomenon (McHale, Waller, & Pearson, 2012).
Until recently, most of the research on child wellbeing and single parent families focused on
divorced parents. The sharp rise over the past decades in births to unwed mothers, however, has shifted
the focus to unmarried single and cohabiting parents (Waldfogel, Craigie, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010, p. 88).
As these trends become mainstream, research initiatives have gained support from prominent
foundations that are now funding the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), a multiyear study that is creating a database of publicly accessible data (McLanahan, et al., 2010). Recent
findings from the FFCWS suggest that children residing with single or cohabiting parents have less
desirable cognitive, behavioral and health outcomes than their counterparts. The negative impact of
growing up in a fragile family is later seen in adolescents and young adult’s educational outcomes, risk
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of teen birth, and attachment to school and the labor market (Waldfogel, et al., 2010, p. 87). A report of
FFCWS key findings prepared by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (2014) reported that by age 5,
children born in fragile families had higher rates of obesity, asthma and levels of behavior associated
with social problems and lower cognitive scores. Research on family structure and child wellbeing has
evolved from a focus on divorced parents to unwed parents and, more recently, to biological-father
absence.
More than 20 million children (28%) lived in biological-father absent homes in 2011, and onefourth (5 million) of these children were Hispanic (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). The National Fatherhood
Initiative interprets these statistics as evidence of a father factor that impacts most major social issues in
America today (Father Facts, n.d.). A study conducted by this same organization estimates annual
federal expenditures to support father-absent homes at about $99.8 billion, a figure that is considered
conservative by many standards (Nock & Einolf, 2008, p. 3).
The child welfare system may exclude fathers for several reasons: “because of a pejorative
practitioner culture, because mothers fail to identify them or are unwilling to include them, or because
workers focus child welfare interventions upon the mother, possibly because of traditional assumptions
about gender roles” (Maxwell, Scourfield, Featherstone, Holland, & Tolman, 2012, p. 167). In an
attempt to empower single mothers and build their parenting skills, the field of social work runs the risk
of reinforcing the father’s absence and downplaying his importance when working with only the mother
and child (Sieber, 2008, p. 333).
These systemic practices of focusing on the mother can make a father feel disconnected from his
role. The disconnection can be greater for adolescent males desiring assistance with transitioning to
fatherhood but finding few if any services or finding services that are irrelevant to their needs,
underfunded, or understaffed (Kiselica, 2008, p. 81). In addition, internal barriers to accessing services
may include a fear of prosecution for statutory rape, an absence of the desire to meet paternal
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responsibilities, a belief that asking for help is a sign of weakness or feeling overwhelmed by the
situation (Kiselica, 2008 p. 55-85). Furthermore, the younger the father at the time of a child’s birth, the
less likely he is to become and remain involved with the child (Robbers, 2011, p. 174).
The data reveals that adolescent Hispanic mothers are at high risk of having a fragile family with
absent fathers. A National Health Statistics Data Brief (Ventura, 2009) reported that nonmarital birth
rates were highest for Hispanic women, followed by black women and that 86% of all births to teenagers
of any race in 2007 were nonmarital (p. 1). While there has been a dramatic decrease in teen pregnancy
and birth rates in the United States, Hispanic teens in 2005 had higher teen pregnancy and birth rates
than the overall U.S. population and constituted about 17 percent of the teen population. With the fastpaced growth of the Hispanic population, Hispanic teens are expected to increase to 25 percent of the
teen population in 2025 (Ryan, 2005, p. 1).
In order to address the phenomenon of father absence, we must elucidate how Hispanic
adolescent fathers define fatherhood and, thereby, contribute to the renegotiation of the national and
politically based discourse on fatherhood in unwed relationships.
Research Design and Methods
Gee’s Method for Discourse Analysis
Gee’s (2011) theory and method for discourse analysis was used for this study. Applying Gee’s
design, the domain under investigation is language-in-use. Gee’s theory states that “language-in-use is
about saying-doing-being and gains its meaning from the game or practice it is part of and enacts” (p.
11). Understanding, according to Gee, is a combination of knowing what is being said, who is saying it
and what they are trying to be or do (p. 2). According to Gee, a Discourse (with the “D” intentionally
capitalized) is a type of “identity kit [that] comes complete with the appropriate costume and
instructions on how to act, talk, and often write, so as to take on a particular social role that others will
recognize.” The term discourse with a little “d” is used “for connected stretches of language that make
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sense, like conversations, stories, reports, arguments, essays; discourse is part of Discourse—Discourse
is always more than just language” (Gee, 1990, p. 142).
Gee’s method also states that people use speech and writing to create seven areas of reality or
building tasks: significance, practices, identities, relationships, politics, connections and sign systems
and knowledge. This method provides six tools of inquiry or questions for thinking about how to
analyze any discourse: situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality, Discourses
and Conversations (Gee, 2011, p. 12). The tools of inquiry that operationalize the theory are designed to
describe and explain what the researcher takes to exist and be important in a domain.
In this study, the focus was on what was being said about fatherhood, how language was being
used to create a “father identity” and how language was being used to do fatherly things (or “father
involvement”). The method, therefore, provides 42 questions (seven building tasks multiplied by six
tools of inquiry) that can be asked of any text, and the full use of these would constitute a full or ideal
discourse analysis (Gee, 2011, p. 121). For example, for “significance” (the first of the seven building
tasks), the discourse analyst would ask six questions: (1) How are situated meanings being used to build
relevance or significance for things and people?, (2) How are social languages being used to build
relevance or significance for things and people?, (3) How are figured worlds being used to build
relevance or significance for things and people?, (4) How is intertextuality being used to build relevance
or significance for things and people?, (5) How are Discourses being used to build relevance or
significance for things and people?, and (6) How are Conversations being used to build relevance or
significance for things and people? Researchers can select from these tools when analyzing their specific
discourse in order to address their research questions. Table 1 provides Gee’s (2011) full set of building
tasks and the corresponding discourse analysis questions that are available to the researcher when
analyzing specific stanzas or discourse (p. 121-122).
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Table 1. Gee’s seven building tasks and corresponding DA questions
Seven
Building
Task
Significance

Corresponding Discourse Analysis Questions

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to build relevance or significance for
things and people in context?

Practices
(Activities)

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to enact a practice (activity) or practices
(activities) in context?

Identities

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to enact and depict identities (socially
significant kinds of people)?

Relationships

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses, and Conversations being used to build and sustain (or change or
destroy) social relationships?

Politics

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to create, distribute, or withhold social
goods or to construe particular distributions of social goods as “good” or
“acceptable” or not?

Connections

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to make things and people connected or
relevant to each other or irrelevant to or disconnected from each other?

Sign Systems
and
Knowledge

How are situated meanings, social languages, figured worlds, intertextuality,
Discourses and Conversations being used to privilege or disprivilege different sign
systems (language, social languages, other sorts of symbol systems) and ways of
knowing?

Gee’s method for discourse analysis is both descriptive and critical in that it not only focuses on
the grammar (discourse) to understand how language is being used, but also to identify Discourses being
constructed that provide important insight into the meanings, interpretations and cultural models used by
UAFMOs to discursively construct definitions for fatherhood, father-identity and father-involvement
and to elucidate what social goods are desired by these fathers. This method is also a social
constructivist approach, with the goal of relying on the participant’s point of view (Creswell, 2007, p. 8)
as a way of explaining social interactions.
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Regulatory Requirements
This study was approved by and complied with the regulatory requirements of an institutional
review board (IRB) and followed statutes for the protection of human subjects and ethical guidelines. At
the time of the interview, an informed consent form was provided to participants in their language of
choice (English or Spanish). Emphasis was placed on the voluntary nature of the study, and participants
were given an opportunity to ask questions or to decide not to participate in the study. All the
participants willingly agreed to participate in the study and were given a $40 gift certificate to cover
expenses incurred in participating.
Participants
A criterion purposeful sample was used in this study. This is a technique used in qualitative
studies and sets up criteria for a sample based on specific purposes associated with answering the
research study’s questions. The inclusion criteria required that all participants were: unwed or never
married, age 18 or 19, biological fathers of at least one child, of Mexican origin regardless of citizenship
or documentation status and able to have meaningful communication in either English or Spanish. The
only exclusion criterion was self-reported mental illness, such as depression or anxiety, which could be
exacerbated by the study.
Participants were recruited in a U.S.-Mexico border city. The study used the snowball effect,
which is commonly utilized to access hidden and hard-to-reach populations by accessing social
networks (Noy, 2008, p. 330). Key informants (e.g., community leaders, school staff, social service
professionals) with access to adolescents were informed of the study through calls, emails, in-person
visits and presentations. Another form of recruitment was through the use of flyers, which were posted
in city recreation centers, public libraries, youth-serving nonprofits and teen parent medical centers
across the city. Additionally, ads were placed in a community college student paper and another
community publication.
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Seven participants fitting the inclusion criteria responded and were selected for the study. These
participants represented a cross section of residents from the west, south, central, and east parts of the
U.S.-Mexico border city. All participants identified with a Mexican origin. Three were 18 and four were
19 years of age (Table 2). Three preferred the interviews in Spanish and four preferred them in English.
All but one of the participants described experiencing some level of father absence in their lives.
Participants were in various stages of identifying as a father: one reported expecting his first child, four
reported having one child and two reported expecting their second child. Five reported good or stable
relationships with their child’s mother, one reported a “broken” relationship and another had separated
and had limited contact with his child’s mother. All of the adolescent fathers reported some involvement
with their children: one attended all prenatal sessions with his girlfriend, four interacted with their child
daily, one interacted weekly and one reported seeing his child once or twice a month.
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Table 2. Results of demographic survey
Participant
Pseudonym

Mario

Randy

Joe

Pablo

Jerry

Sergio

Mark

Age

18

18

18

19

18

19

19

Number of
Children

1
Expecting
2nd Child

1

1

1
Expecting
2nd Child

0
Expecting 1st
Child

1

1

17

17

17

17

Will Be 18

18

18

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

Mother
& Father

Mother
& Father

Mainly
Mother

Mother
& Father

Mother
& Father

Mother
& Father

Mother

Participant’s
Age at Birth
of 1st Child
Number of
Women
Participant
has had
Children
With
Who Raised
Participant
Religious
Affiliation

None

Catholic

Catholic

Educational
Level

Freshman

Senior

Senior

In School,
Internet in
Mexico
and U.S.

Dad,
School,
Health
Class,
STDs,
Condoms

Mom,
Health
Class,
STDs,
Condoms

Mom,
11th grade
class,
Condoms

Parents,
School,
STDs,
Protection

Household
Earned
Income

Self –
None,
Parents
Unknown

Self –
None,
Parents
Unknow
n

Self –
None,
Parents
$ 26,000
- $45,000

Self –
$1,000 to
$5,000,
Parents
Unknown

Self – None,
Parents
$26,000 $45,000

Participant’s
Living
Arrangement
s

Lives
alone at
friend’s
house.

Lives
alone at
mother’s
house.

Lives
alone at
mother’s
house.

Lives
alone at
parent’s
house.

Where and
what type of
Pregnancy
Prevention
or Sexual
Education
was received
before the
pregnancy?

Lives at
parents’
home
with
girlfriend
and
child.

Catholic

Some
High
School

107

Agnostic

Catholic

Senior

Senior

God, No
Church
High
School
Graduate

Dad,
School in
9th-10th
grade,
Condoms

School,
P.E.
Condoms
and Birth
Control

Self –
$7,200,
Parents
Unknown

Self –
None,
Mother
$8,400

Lives with
girlfriend
and child at
mother’s
2nd home.

Lives with
girlfriend
and child
at
mother’s
home.

Table 2. Results of demographic survey (continued)
Length of
Relationship
to Girlfriend
Prior to the
Pregnancy
Age of
Participant’s
Father at
Participant’s
Birth
Age of
Participant’s
Mother at
Participant’s
Birth
Participant’s
Parents’
Current
Relationship
Status
Participant’s
Level of
Involvement
With Their
Children
Participants’
Place of
Birth
Participant’s
Length or
Residence in
the United
States
Relationship
Status as a
Couple With
Girlfriend
Does
Participant
Provide
Financial
Support for
Child(ren)?
Area of
Town Where
Participant
Resides

4 months

2 years

3 to 4
months

Less than 1
year

9 months

1 year and 2
months

1 year

32

35

18

18

25

18

Unknown

26

32

28

34

21

29

17

Married

Married

Never
Married,
Separated

Never
Married,
Mom
Married
Step Father

Married

Married

Never
Married

1 to 2
times a
month

Daily

Daily

Attends
Prenatal
Sessions

Daily

Daily

Mexico

United
States

Joint
Custody,
4 Days a
week
United
States

Mexico

United
States

United
States

United
States

2 Years,
6 Months

18 Years

18 Years

5 Years

18 Years

17 Years,
Between U.S.
& Mexico

19 Years

Together

Together

Separated

Together

Together

Together

Broken

No,
Starting
to.

Yes, via
Parents.

When
child is
with him.
No child
support.

Yes

Yes,
Prenatal
Care.

Yes

As much as
possible.

Central

Eastside

Westside

South

Eastside

East
Central
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South
Central

Data Collection
The information in this study was based on semi-structured, face-to-face, individual interviews.
Participants were asked to complete a demographic questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire
consisted of 20 items, including items such as age, educational levels, income, living arrangements,
information about their children (Table 2). Interviews were conducted at locations chosen by
participants and included rooms provided by school counselors or community-based nonprofits or public
areas close to the participants’ school or at one participant’s home. The interviews were audio recorded
and conducted in either English or Spanish as requested by participants. The semi-structured interview
utilized Gee’s interview methods, which included two parts. The “Life” part of the interview asked
participants to talk about fatherhood in the context of their life, home and community and the “Society”
part asked them to talk about fatherhood in the context of societal interactions (Gee, 2011, p. 149). Sub
questions were used as needed to explore the meanings, interpretations and cultural models that
participants used to talk about fatherhood, father-identity and father-involvement. For example, when
participants said that they wanted to be “good fathers,” the interviewer asked, “Would you explain what
it means to be a good father?”
Data Analysis
The analysis method provided by Gee includes steps for a broad approach to Discourse analysis;
encouraging modifications by investigators to better address their study’s particular research aims. Gee’s
steps include: (1) picking a piece of data, in this case, the study interviews, (2) transcribing the data
while looking for sections that address the research questions, (3) analyzing data after each interview
and collecting more data until sufficient evidence supporting the theory has been collected, (4) picking
some key words and phrases in the data and using the six tools of inquiry questions about the seven
building blocks to analyze the data, (5) taking notes and reflecting and looking for themes that may
emerge, (6) paying attention to where there may be convergence of themes, (7) organizing the analysis
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so that it provides evidence for the themes highlighted and finally, (8) achieving a degree of validity by
addressing a variety of linguistic details, convergence, coverage and agreement (Gee, 2011, p. 125).
In this analysis, each transcript was read and analyzed five times. In the first analysis, the
interviews were transcribed verbatim and served to acquaint the researcher with the information while
identifying general words or phrases for each interview. Analysis 2 focused on identifying how grammar
was being used to say things about fatherhood (discourse) and to identify general words or phrases for
the term “fatherhood.” Analysis 3 identified how language was being used to “be someone,” i.e., to form
a “father-identity.” Likewise, words or phrases were identified for father-identity. Analysis 4 identified
how language was being used to do fatherly things (father-involvement) and again, descriptive words or
phrases were identified. Analyses 3 and 4 focused on the Discourses being constructed to gain insight on
meanings (what was being conveyed or understood), interpretations (elucidations, explications or deeper
explanations of meanings) and cultural models (frameworks used to make sense of the world). For each
interview, Gee’s tools of inquiry were used to analyze the words or phrases selected after each analysis.
The results were compared across interviews and converging themes were identified. Finally, Analysis 5
focused on what participants were trying to attain with their discourse on fatherhood.
Findings
Three major themes and subthemes for each theme were identified, which demonstrated how
participants used language to talk (discourse) about fatherhood, father-identity and father-involvement.
The theme for fatherhood was Repairing Fatherhood and its subthemes were: The Participants’ Fathers,
The Participants as Fathers and Being Teen Dads in Society. The theme for father-identities was
Transformed Teens, with the following subthemes: The Vulnerable Son, The Risk-Taking Adolescents
and The Loving Father. The theme for father-involvement was The Good Fathers, with the following
subthemes: Being Present, Providing and Sacrificing. The social goods desired were “recognition as
good fathers” and “legitimacy as fathers” (Table 3). Stanzas or quotations from the transcripts were

110

used to support the findings and demonstrate how participants used language. Participants’ names have
been replaced with pseudonyms to protect their identity.
Table 3. Major themes and subthemes
Fatherhood:
Repairing Fatherhood
The Participants’ Fathers
The Participants as Fathers
Teen Fathers in Society

Father Identities:
Transformed Teens
The Vulnerable Son
The Risk Taking
Adolescents
The Loving Father

Father Involvement:
The Good Fathers
Being Present
Providing
Sacrificing

Social Goods Desired: Recognition as Good Fathers & Legitimacy

Fatherhood: Repairing Fatherhood
Participants talked about fatherhood in their lives by comparing themselves to their fathers. For
six of the participants, they talked of making amends or reparations to fatherhood, i.e., wanting to be
different and better fathers than their own. When they talked about being an adolescent father in society,
they talked about feeling supported by certain individuals but stigmatized by strangers.
The Participants’ Fathers.
Six of seven participants highlighted certain types of father absence in their lives, such as:
emotional absence; abandonment; and separation by divorce, death or incarceration. Their discourse was
highly descriptive, implicitly emotive, and mediated their positioning in their relationships to their
father. There were hints of anger, grief and detachment from their fathers. “Mark” described the most
striking account of father absence:
Honestly, I don’t know his name. I don’t have his last name, I have my mother’s father’s
last name, and I guess (because my mom has court problems) I was reading… she told
me to read it … I read it and, I don’t think she knows it yet, but I read … So, I was,
essentially a rape baby. And my girlfriend tells me, “If you knew how he looked, and if
you’d see him in the street, what would you do?” I’m like, “Just pass him like he’s
anybody else because I don’t know if it was true.” What actually happened? I don’t
know. I don’t know him. I don’t know his name and honestly I could care less.
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This statement illustrates some of the discourse on illegitimacy that was found in the interviews.
Mark doesn’t know his father’s name, doesn’t have his father’s last name, and couldn’t recognize him if
he saw him on the street. Mark says he “could care less” about his father; however, he questions what
happened or if the rape even occurred. Mark’s indifference is undermined by the many questions he has
about his father. Similar discourses appear in the transcripts of all the teens with absent fathers. “Mario,”
for example, expressed indifference towards and detachment from his father who abandoned him as a
child; yet, he said that he loved him because he was his parent. Four other participants highlighted
lesser levels of detachment, citing reasons for their fathers’ absences (e.g., death, divorce, incarceration).
Only one participant, “Jerry,” described a strong relationship with a father who was very involved in his
life.
The Participants as Fathers.
All of the participants of this study expressed a desire to be good fathers to their own children.
For participants with absent fathers, this meant that they wanted to be different from their own fathers.
They wanted to insulate their children from the painful experience of being fatherless. As a child,
“Pablo’s” father left his mother, remarried and moved to another city. He references this experience
when he describes the type of father that he wants to be:
Well, I want them (my children) to feel proud of me, that they see that, that I truly was a good father. That I
wasn’t only someone who engendered them and left them there, scattered, abandoned. I want them to think
the best [of me] and I’m going to do everything possible to help them succeed.

For Pablo, being a good father means not being like his own father, who was “only someone who
engendered” him and then abandoned him. All of the participants used these types of comparisons to
talk about themselves as fathers, with the exception of Jerry who wanted to imitate his father, a man who
was always there for him.
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The Teen Father in Society.
When participants talked about fatherhood in society, they talked about being supported and
stigmatized. They talked about receiving support from individuals, such as counselors, teachers or
religious leaders, but also said that they were not aware of any programs that specifically provided
support for adolescent fathers and would attend if they learned of any. Four of the participants included
accounts of feeling stigmatized by strangers. “Randy” talked about going to Wal-Mart with his girlfriend
and his child:
Well, like the older, older people, they give us an ugly look sometimes because of how young we are with
the kid. And well, there’s nothing really much that we can really do about it, just, turn the other cheek.

Throughout the interview, Randy referred to his child by name or as “my son.” In this instance,
he refers to him as “the kid,” a term that judgmental strangers might use to refer to his son while giving
the “ugly look.” He follows this with the phrase “just turn the other cheek,” which portrays him as a
teenager who is choosing to do the right thing.
Father-Identity: Transformed Teens
As these young men participated in the interviews, they were using language to create adolescent
“father-identities.” They all presented themselves as fathers who were “transformed teenagers” and used
three other identities or stages of being to explain what that transformation meant. The transformation
account began with participants presenting themselves as vulnerable sons, then as risk-taking
adolescents and finally as loving fathers. Each identity/stage was driven by a desire for relationship and
connection: as vulnerable sons to their fathers, as risk-taking adolescents to their girlfriends and friends,
and as loving fathers to their children. For each identity, they also talked about the different positions of
power they held in relation to others in their lives.
The Vulnerable Son.
When the participants talked about their childhood, they used language to present themselves as
sons, vulnerable to and affected by their fathers’ actions and decisions. Participants with absent fathers
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described themselves as powerless children unable to affect their fathers’ actions, which impacted their
sense of self. Pablo stated:
He found someone else, made his own family and well, he moved to another city, and well, he left us
aside.... We could say yes (he was a good father), like yes, but no. I wonder how he could have left us;
when we were so little, he left us. And now that we got older, well, when we needed a father, there wasn’t
anyone to speak to, with whom we could talk.

Pablo uses very emotive language when he talks about his father. He doesn’t understand how his
father could have “left [him] aside” and created “his own family.” The phrase, “he left us,” is
emphasized three different times—demonstrating how significant this event was to Pablo. The first three
lines are about Pablo’s father’s actions. The last two lines summarize the impact of those actions, which
Pablo still feels, even as he’s gotten older. The identity that is being created is one of an abandoned son,
one that is not valued by his father. This same identity is found in the transcripts of other participants
with absent fathers when they talk about their childhood.
On the other hand, Jerry, who said he had a “great father,” presents a very different identity of
himself as a vulnerable son:
I have a great father. He has been with me through thick and thin, in situations of school fights, everything. He has
always been there to give me advice. He never judges me for things that I do and he always asks me prior to, you
know, getting a punishment for any reason … my side of the story, before deciding what to do and if I have the
choice, I wish I can definitely be like my dad. Like I said, he’s always been there for me, and I also want to be there
for my child.

Jerry was the outlier in the group and provided insight into the impact that an involved father can
have on his child’s sense of self-worth. Jerry’s discourse creates an identity of a vulnerable son who
feels included, valued and attached to his father.
The Risk-Taking Adolescent.
In addition to describing themselves as vulnerable sons, the participants also described
themselves as risk-taking adolescents. One teenager talked about being a gang member, five talked
about “partying” or using drugs or alcohol, and all of them talked about having unprotected sex. Four of
the seven participants said that this was their first romantic relationship and their sexual debut. While all
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of them said they had received some type of sexual education, knew about contraception, and had one or
more pregnancy scares, they all admitted to making a decision to have a baby. For some it was a passive
decision, for others it was a deliberate one. “Joe” explains how he made that decision:
After that [pregnancy scare], she started talking and she would [say] like, “Why can’t we have a baby?”
Things like that. It got me thinking, you know, and honestly at the time I was naïve. I think I was, not only
did I think, I was in love with her but just, you know, having sex and things like that, I had, things that I
liked. We did make the choice to have a baby, you know we tried just to, you know, no condom, nothing.
We tried to have a baby. It was a conscious choice; I made a decision.

Joe gradually expresses personal responsibility for the pregnancy. He starts by placing
responsibility on his girlfriend’s influence, then on the circumstances, then shares responsibility with his
girlfriend and finally places the full weight of his actions on himself. In this short stanza, Joe is
constructing a transition of identity, from a naïve adolescent to a responsible young adult. This theme is
embedded in all of the transcripts that were analyzed.
The Loving Father.
Finally, participants used language to create an identity of themselves as loving fathers. All of
the participants talked about a specific moment when they connected emotionally with their children and
with fatherhood. For some, it was the sonogram moment—when they first heard their baby’s heart beat.
For others, it was being present at their child’s birth. Joe stated:
I say that it was the day he was born. I mean, the second he was born. I thought it was so incredible how
you can love a person you don’t know at all. He didn’t have to say anything. He didn’t, he didn’t even look
at me, just, the first second I heard him cry, I felt something. I cried too, you know. I just thought it was an
amazing thing that he, he doesn’t have to speak, he doesn’t have to say anything, I just … I love him. I just
have that love for him, and I don’t know how to explain it.

Joe is talking about being a loving father, full of wonder for his child. His loving father identity
involves cognitive characteristics in the following phrases: “I thought it was so incredible,” “I heard him
cry” and “I don’t know how to explain it.” In addition, it is expressed emotively through his amazement
at his own feelings of unconditional love and his tears of joy. The loving father identity was identified in
each of the participant’s discourse about fatherhood.
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The transition from vulnerable sons to risk-taking adolescents and finally to loving fathers
creates a new identity of transformed teenagers who have matured and are proud of their
accomplishments, as Pablo and Randy stated:
I’ve changed, I’ve matured a lot, in my way of thinking, I don’t have the same mind of an adolescent. I
know I’m young but, well, now I do think twice about things before doing them.
I know that my girlfriend always gets mad cause I would want to tell someone my story. Cause, I started
off as a bad kid, and look at me now. I’m here at vocation, in a vocational trade, learning a trade, getting
A+ Certification. I already have a safety certification, and a forklift certification. This year, I should get the
A+ Certification and then, I’m getting certified in Microsoft and another computer certification. … Cause if
it wasn’t for him [my son], I would probably still be smoking pot or something. Yeah, getting in trouble.

The participants’ transformed teenager identity reveals an increased sense of control over their
lives. As sons, the locus of power was externalized, and participants felt little control over their father’s
decisions. As teenagers, they gained some control through emancipating acts, e.g., decision-making and
taking risks through relationships, sex and fatherhood. Finally, as loving fathers, the locus of control is
internalized and now these adolescent fathers feel more control over decisions that not only affect them,
but also their children and their families.
Father-Involvement: The Good Fathers
Participants also use language to do fatherly things, which demonstrate that they are involved
fathers. For these participants, “father-involvement” meant being present and providing for their
children.
Being Present.
Throughout the interviews, participants illustrated a variety of ways in which they were being
present fathers, which included: attending prenatal appointments; being present during the delivery of
their children; caring, playing and spending time with their children; sharing household duties with their
girlfriends; working odd jobs; and fighting to be included in their children’s lives. In the following
stanza, Joe, who at 18 had already fought a legal battle to get joint custody of his child, talks about
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“believing,” “doing” and “wanting” things that illustrate how he is present:
I’ve always believed that just because I’m his father doesn’t mean that I have any less of a right to see him or any
less of input over him. I don’t believe that mothers own their children. Yes, she did carry him nine months in her
womb, but it took two of us to make him. She couldn’t have made him by herself and I couldn’t do the same, so I
believe that he is both of ours. He’s not just her responsibility; he is both of ours and I don’t believe, “Oh! It’s my
responsibility to be in his life” or “it’s something I should do,” but it’s something I want to do! I want to be in his
life! I want him to remember, I want to be the one teaching him things, showing him. Just, I want to be in his life.

Joe is being a present father by fighting for the right to be in his child’s life and wanting his share
of the responsibility. Joe emphatically wants the things that a present father would want: to be
responsible, to be in his child’s life, to be remembered, to be the one teaching and showing and “just to
be in his life.” All of the participants used similar language to present themselves as being present in
their children’s lives.
Providing.
These fathers used language in certain ways to demonstrate how they were providing for their
children and families. They were “providing” when they talked about finishing high school, working
odd jobs, buying food and pampers, supporting their girlfriends and enlisting in the military or going to
college. Jerry summarized how participants equated “father-involvement” to being a present provider:
I want to provide shelter you know, food, just provide in general, but mostly and I hope it doesn’t sound too
cliché, I really, really want to give him love. That’s what matters the most in a father-son, father-daughter
relationship, I think.

Again, all participants echoed this type of talk about being present providers in very broad terms
that involved providing not only for the physical needs but also for the emotional needs of their children
and families.
Sacrificing.
Finally, all of these adolescents used language to show how they sacrificed for their children.
They all confronted situations that presented psychosocial and economic demands that few teenagers are
prepared for. Joe speaks of fatherhood sacrifices and Mark illustrates the frustration that can come from
those sacrifices.
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Being a father, its just sacrifices. That’s one thing I’ve learned, its sacrifices. It’s all about whatever’s best
for your son, your child. It’s what has to be best [for him].
I had two jobs. I would wake up at three in the morning, go to work, then I would come back. Actually, I
wouldn’t come back. I would go straight to the other job, and then come back, around nine. So I had two
jobs and then her mom would get mad at me because I wouldn’t take care of her [my girlfriend]. I wouldn’t
talk to her. Well, because it’s kind of hard to talk when I’m asleep!

These stanzas show traces of the stressors that commonly impact fragile families, and frequently
lead to poverty and broken relationships. All of these teen fathers were struggling financially. Mark said
that his relationship was “already broken” but that they still lived together. Joe’s relationship had
dissolved after his girlfriend, even though his baby was not yet born. The two fathers, who said they had
stable relationships with their girlfriends, were 19 years of age, interviewed in Spanish and were
expecting a second child.
Social Goods
These major themes and subthemes provide insight into what these young fathers were trying to
accomplish through their discourse on fatherhood. Gee (2011) defines social goods as “anything a
person or group in society wants and value, things like: status, money, love, respect, and friendship” (p.
210). The thing that these young fathers sought in these interviews was to be recognized as being “good”
fathers. They spoke like responsible teenagers who have been transformed by their love and
commitment to their children, and they wanted to be recognized as legitimate fathers, regardless of their
age.
Discussion
The findings of this study are similar to what Haney and March (2003) found in their discourse
analysis of African American women’s conceptions of fatherhood. In both studies, participants’
definitions of fatherhood were prioritized around the content of father relations, particularly fatheridentity and father-involvement. Political definitions, which prioritize fatherhood around form, focus on
men’s biological, institutional or financial connection to their children. While these teen fathers

118

identified with their biological connection to their children, institutional connections like marriage were
rarely prioritized. Instead, they placed emphasis on being a present father and providing financial
support, but also love, time, quality relationships and emotional and psychological support.
Several studies have documented the phenomenon of fatherlessness and its characteristics, which
are referenced by six of this study’s participants. The terms “the dad deficit” (Fisher, 2008), “father
hunger” (Borduin & Klietz, 2003; Capps, 2000; Perrin, Baker, Romelus, Jones, & Heesacker, 2009;
Wineburgh, 2000) and “the father wound” (Miller, 2013) are peppered throughout the literature on
biological father absence. The wounding experience, described by Miller (2013) as a “sense of loss or
grief” felt by sons regarding their fathers’ absence, explains the way that these participants talked about
their fathers. Miller theorizes that the act of these wounded sons becoming fathers themselves may aid in
their healing (p. 194). The transformed teen identity, which these teens revealed in the interviews, may
be evidence of this healing taking place.
The young men in this study all reported having received some type of sexual education prior to
the pregnancy. They also reported making passive or deliberate decisions not to use birth control. Sexual
education has been proven to increase knowledge about sexuality and birth control (Visser & van Bilsen,
1994) and encourage contraception use during later sexual debuts (Bourke, et. al, 2014); however, one
study found that comprehensive sexual education has been found to have no impact on lowering teen
pregnancy rates (Hedman, Larsen & Bohenblust, 2008). For the teen fathers in this study, the
pregnancies were not the result of lack of information but were possibly motivated by a desire for
relational connection. Along with education, pregnancy prevention efforts must also address
psychosocial factors.
The cultural model that was used by participants to talk about fatherhood has previously been
described by Milkie & Denny (2014). Using this model, participants specified ideal roles fathers should
play, provided evaluations of those roles and described the benefits or effects of their fathers’
119

interactions. The young fathers in this study talked about a good father as being present and providing.
They evaluated their own fathers and most found them lacking. Finally, they talked about wanting to
spare their own children from the effects of father absence.
This criterion purposeful sample is limited in that it is not generalizable to all fathers. Only
young men who identified themselves as “willing fathers” responded to this study and therefore, further
research is needed to understand unwed adolescent males who may have fathered children but have
never identified with fatherhood or are unwilling to take on the associated responsibilities. Yet, for
fathers like the ones in this study, there is much that can be done to support them in a time of major
transition in their lives. The criterion requiring that participants be 18 or 19 years of age ages was
selected because these ages signify a time of transition from adolescence into young adulthood. For
these participants, it was also a time of transitioning into fatherhood.
Participants in this study had varied economic backgrounds, geographic residence, immigration
status and language, which are important in a study that uses qualitative method and focuses on power
dynamics enacted through talk. “Discourse analysts often look at two contrasting groups, not to set up a
binary contrast, but in order to get ideas about what the poles of a continuum may look like. We can get
ideas that can then inform the collection of new data out of which emerges a much more nuanced and
complex picture” (Gee, 2011, p. 150).
One participant differed from the others because he had an involved father and consistently
talked about wanting to emulate his father, while the others wanted to be different than theirs. The three
participants who chose to interview in Spanish were older, had lived for less time in the United States,
reported less conflict with their girlfriends, had less parental support and had more financial struggles
than those who interviewed in English. It could be that their age, cultural identity and the length in their
relationship helped them to perceive stressors in a different manner. Further research on this is needed to
understand the unique challenges for young fathers with different levels of acculturation.
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Participants in this study said that informal social groups—where they could meet other teen
dads, and take their children and girlfriends—would be helpful in building support. These groups could
also provide access to community resources and assistance with school, work, finding employment,
childcare and financial assistance. Another strategy that might be helpful is a hybrid of the mentoring
model, which is an evidence-based intervention used to support at risk youth. This hybrid-mentoring
model would connect fragile teenage families with stable and supportive couples.
Additionally, policy makers and social service providers must allow client-driven discourses on
fatherhood, such as the one in this study, to help shape policy and services.

Robbers’ (2011)

recommends that parenting programs for young Hispanic fathers should “focus on increasing interaction
opportunities between fathers and children, rather than focusing on support.” Robbers also states that
since many young Hispanic fathers grew up without fathers, programs should “focus on the role of
father absence and use the effects of this as a motivator to get young fathers involved with their own
children” (p. 169).
Participants in this study challenge stigmatizing, punitive and exclusionary assumptions that
have commonly been the guide for how we as a society respond to unwed, adolescent fathers. The
phenomenon of absent fathers is concerning because of the negative, broad-reaching and lasting impact
it can have on our society. While much research is needed to understand why some fathers refuse to be
involved with their children, we can begin by listening to the discourses of all types of fathers and
building the social scaffolding needed to support those who choose to do right by their children.
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